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When one examines the compositional oeuvre of Antonín Dvořák, one bears 
witness to a catalogue of well-known works, and critical successes, in every genre except 
one, opera. Dvořák’s Cello Concerto, Op.104 is regarded as the pinnacle of the 
repertoire. The chamber works follow the pedigree of Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven, 
Schubert, and Brahms. The symphonic and orchestral works are held in the highest 
regard, and his grand choral works in Latin experienced critical successes in England and 
abroad. 
 
The question then arises, ‘What happened to Dvořák the opera composer’? With 
ten operas to his credit, which span his life, Dvořák was no stranger to the genre. Why is 
it that a composer who was known as a master of melody, and put the whole of his 
artistry into his operas, has so long been silent on the operatic stages of the world? While 
some of Dvořák’s operas have remained popular at home, the majority of them are lost in 
obscurity. Only Rusalka has begun to break onto the international opera scene, and only 
within the last thirty years.  
 
This research will examine Dvořák’s operas, specifically Jakobín and Rusalka, 
from a critical standpoint, focusing on such criteria as tonal structures, thematic material 
and motives, subject matter, Czech folklore and musical influences, textual language, 
nationalism, characters, compositional history, performance history, and reception. What 
was Dvořák’s role as an opera composer for the fledgling National Theatre in Prague, and 
how did his operas fit into the aesthetic, artistic, and political climates of his day? Why is 
Dvořák’s catalogue of operas still rarely heard today, even in Prague? The intent of this 
research is to vindicate and validate Dvořák as an opera composer; to show him to be an 
overlooked master in Nineteenth Century opera and the bridge between the Verdi and 
Wagner traditions. The direction of this research is the concept of ‘Czechness’ and what 
it meant to Dvořák. While contemporaries such as Wagner wrote heavily on their 
political, social, and patriotic views, Dvořák used his music as an outlet for his beliefs 
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Chapter 1: Introduction – A Question Arises 
 
 
When one examines the compositional oeuvre of Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904), 
one bears witness to a catalogue of well-known works, and critical successes, in every 
genre except one, opera. Dvořák’s Cello Concerto, Op.104 is regarded as the pinnacle of 
the repertoire. The chamber works, specifically the string quartets, follow the pedigree of 
Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven, Schubert, and Brahms. The symphonic and orchestral works 
are held in the highest regard. Even his grand choral works in Latin, such as the Stabat 
Mater and Requiem, experienced critical successes in England and abroad. The question 
then arises, ‘What happened to Dvořák the opera composer’? With ten operas to his 
credit, which span the length of his career, Dvořák was no stranger to the genre. Why is it 
that a composer who was known as a master of melody, and put the whole of his artistry 
into his operas, has so long been silent on the opera stages of the world? While some of 
Dvořák’s operas have remained popular at home, the bulk of them are lost in obscurity. 
Only Rusalka has begun to break into the international opera scene, just in the last thirty 
years, and in a very limited fashion.  
Dvořák travelled throughout Europe and the United States, and developed an 
international performance tradition for his instrumental and symphonic works, but where 
is the international performance tradition for his operas? During his lifetime, there was 
only one performance of a Dvořák opera outside of Bohemia. Even in the realm of 
recorded opera, Dvořák’s operas have been severely neglected. Rusalka has only a 
handful of recordings, and the other operas have only been recorded once. The opera 
Alfred received its world-premiere recording only this year, after only ever being 
performed twice. What was Dvořák’s role as an opera composer for the fledgling 
National Theatre in Prague? How did his operas fit into the aesthetic, artistic, and 
political climates of his day? Why is Dvořák’s catalogue of operas still rarely heard today 
even in Prague? Through this research, I intend to vindicate and validate Dvořák as an 
opera composer, the bridge between the Verdi and Wagner traditions, as exemplified by 
Jakobin and Rusalka respectively, and show him to be an overlooked master in 
Nineteenth Century opera. Within the scope of this study, I will look at Dvořák’s operas 
from a critical standpoint, examining such criteria as tonal structures, thematic material 
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and motifs, subject matter, Czech folklore and musical influences, textual language, 
nationalism, characters, compositional history, performance history, and reception.  
A major focus in this research is the concept of ‘Czechness’ and what it meant to 
Dvořák. While contemporaries such as Wagner wrote heavily on their political, social, 
and patriotic views, Dvořák used his music as an outlet for his beliefs and national pride. 
The Czech Republic did not exist at this time, and for Dvořák to be ‘Czech’, in his 
actions, his spoken language, and his musical compositions, was a risky thing. To put it 
another way, for Dvořák to not be ‘German’ is the crux of the matter.  
A preliminary challenge for this research was the existence and accessibility of 
research materials. This concept of accessibility will become a major component as part 
of the solution regarding the awareness of Dvořák’s operas. Simply put, resources 
focused on Dvořák’s operas are limited, and in some cases, very difficult to get a hold of. 
On Dvořák’s life, and music as a whole, major work has been done by John Clapham 
1966), Michael Beckerman (1993), Otakar Šourek (1954), Kurt Honolka (2004), David 
Beveridge (1996), David Brodbeck (2007), and Jarmil Burghauser (1985, 1996) to name 
a few. All have published their writings, and have excellent insights into Dvořák the man, 
and his overall musical oeuvre. In Czech music research, the contributions of Rosa 
Newmarch (1918, 1942), Vladimir Nosek (2006), and Bruno Nettl (2002) have been 
significant. On Czech opera, musicologists John Tyrell (1988), Jan Smaczny (2003), and 
Brian Locke (2006) have been leaders in the research. Timothy Cheek has been a pioneer 
in Czech language diction for singers, and has also composed a text related to the 
performance practices of Rusalka (which was published in 2013 when I was already well 
into my research). As Tim is a colleague and friend, we have had opportunities to 
brainstorm over Rusalka, and share ideas. While his writing gives excellent insight into 
the performance aspects of the opera, it only scratches the surface on the musical 
nuances, allowing my research in Rusalka to be complementary to his, while also being 
distinctly unique. Work specific to Dvořák’s operas has been virtually non-existent, with 
authors often merely glazing over the topic in the context of a composer biography. The 
lack of texts dealing with the specific topic re-affirmed that this research was work that 
needed to be done. 
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A hurdle I had to overcome was the fact that several of the texts of the 
aforementioned musicologists are currently out of print and were difficult to find. In the 
case of primary musical sources, all of Dvořák’s opera scores are out of print except for 
Rusalka. This guided me in two directions; one to scour the Internet, and used bookstores 
in Prague, Brno, Leipzig, and other European cities, in search of published, out of print 
scores; and two, to gain access to the manuscripts of Dvořák’s operas from the Czech 
Museum of Music in Prague. While I was able to find rare and last copies of published 
opera scores (sometimes at a considerable cost), I was also granted access to the 
manuscripts for extended periods over three consecutive summers. With limited 
resources at my disposal, I came to the realization that much of my research into 
Dvořák’s operas would be my own, which provided a challenge to be sure, but was a task 
I embraced. The over-arching groundwork laid by the previously mentioned 
musicologists provided a foundation upon which I could build my own musicological 
study. 
 
In conjunction with this PhD research, I have formed the Canadian Institute for 
Czech Music (C.I.C.M.), which currently focuses on the research and performance of 
Dvořák operas. This glance into Dvořák’s operas from a performance and staging point 
of view has given me insight into aspects of the works that may contribute to their 
success or failure, and any performance-related issues. For example, Dvořák’s operas are 
scored for much larger orchestras than Mozart’s operas. Gaining first-hand experience as 
a singer in a Dvořák opera is also important in understanding Dvořák’s musical language 
and how he treats voices within his operatic writing. The Institute's first production, 
Dvořák’s Jakobín, was in 2014, and was the Canadian premiere of the work. Through 
this research and performance, I hope to spearhead the creation of a performance tradition 
for Dvořák’s operas. With the focus of the major opera houses of the world to put on 
audience favourites, and be economically sound, it is almost impossible that an opera 
company would take a chance on an obscure work in a rare operatic language. The 
mantle falls to artist-driven, or project-driven groups, which can take on focused projects 
such as this. It is at the grassroots level that Dvořák’s operas will begin to be heard 
outside of the Czech Republic. 
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In the Beginning: The Czechs Journey from Nomadic Tribes to Nationhood 
 
 
At the heart of his discussion on Nationalism, Boyd Schafer presents a list of 
tenets, which he recognizes as requirements for a nationalism to exist. One of these 
requirements is “…a belief in a common history…and in a common origin” (Schafer, 
1995: 7-8). In this era of docu-dramas and superhero movies on the big and small 
screens, the colloquial phrase often used for them is the ‘origin story’, and this phrase is 
perfect in describing a key factor of nationalism amongst the major European powers in 
the beginning of the Nineteenth Century. For the Bohemians, who were striving to be 
recognized as independent Czechs, the origin story was a major part of their unique 
national identity, and their nationalist movement. Not only did it display their long 
cultural existence to the world, but also proved to validate them as a distinct people 
within their geographic region. Much like England and the King Arthur legend, and the 
Germans with their Rhine/creationist story, the Czech people have their creationist 
mythology, complete with larger-than-life figures, which bring the Czechs from the brink 
of darkness into the light.  
Before this chapter even begins, one aspect of this research must be made plain, 
the distinction between Czech and Bohemian. These terms will be used interchangeably 
and must be treated as equal. Many Czechs often consider it an offence to find that 
distinctions are often made between the two terms. That is a mistake that ‘outsiders’ 
would make. To the people of the modern Czech Republic, they are Czechs and 
Bohemians. Much like the people of the United States, and Americans, they are one in 
the same.  
 
While the genetic origin of the Czech people can be a dry subject, there are some 
facts that must be stated in regards to this research. The Czech people descend from the 
Indo-European family, are part of the Slavic peoples, and are related, by migration, to the 
Celtic tribes that wandered Europe in its pre-history. The Boii Celtic tribe, whose name 
would be the foundation of the name Bohemia, would mix with Slavic and eastern 
Mediterranean ethnic groups on the primeval level, and evolve into the Bohemian people, 
which inhabited the region named Boiohaemum by the Romans. Historian Vladimir 
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Nosek speaks on the trials and tribulations of the early Slavic tribes, and the beginnings 
of conflict with the Germanic tribes, which would span the length of history.  
The penetration of the Slavs was generally peaceful. The German writer 
Herder says (Ideen zur Philosophie der Menscheit): “The Slavs were 
never, like the Germans, a nation of enterprising warriors and adventurers. 
On the contrary, they followed for the most part the Teutonic nations, 
quietly occupying the lands which the latter had evacuated…As they never 
strove for the dominion of the world, never had warlike hereditary princes, 
and willingly paid tribute for the mere privilege of inhabiting their country 
in peace, they were deeply wronged by other nations, but chiefly by those 
of the Germanic race. The Mongols, who conquered the north-eastern 
principalities of Russia, and who are always quoted as the acme of all that 
is savage and barbarous, not only left the conquered Christians full of 
religious liberties, but they exempted all their clergy with their families 
from the capitation-tax imposed on the rest of inhabitants. Neither did they 
deprive them of their lands and national language, manners, and customs. 
The Mohammedan Turks left the Bulgarians and Serbs their faith, 
property, and institutions: whilst the German princes and bishops divided 
amongst themselves the lands of the Slavs who were either exterminated 
or else reduced to bondage.” And all this was done under the pretext of 
spreading Christianity. According to contemporary German writers even 
after the establishment of Christianity, whenever a Slav was met on the 
high road and could not give a satisfactory reason for absenting himself 
from his village, he was killed on the spot. (Nosek, 1926: 27)  
 
These are harsh realizations at the roots of a conflict, which would continue for 
centuries. Aside from these descriptions of the Slavic tribes, Nosek goes on to state that 
the Slavs were hunters, farmers and animal breeders. “Hospitality, natural kindness, and 
musical talent were admittedly the chief traits of character of the Slavs at all times 
(Nosek, 1926: 28).” Already at this early time in history, the innate musical abilities of 
the Slavic people were being recognized. Nosek also tells us that the Slavs of this time 
were free from vice and stealing, and also had a strong sense of community. All were 
looked after and cared for, including the sick and the disfigured.  
 
So how did the Slavs of Boiohaemum become Czechs? This is where history and 
myth come together to form the origin story of the Czech nation. Legend tells of three 
brothers, Čech, Lech, and Rus, who went out hunting. They split up in three different 
directions as they hunted three different preys. Rus travelled east, Lech travelled north, 
and Čech travelled west settling on the Bohemian countryside. Lech would form who are 
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now the Poles (Lechites), Rus the Russians, and Čech, obviously, the Czechs. Variants on 
this Slavic myth occur in different cultures, with the Czech version featuring only the two 
brothers Čech and Lech. This mythical origin of the Czech ties into the Nineteenth 
Century concept of Pan-Slavism, which came as a response to the Pan-Germanic 
movement.  
Cosmas of Prague (c.1045-1125) was a priest/chronicler of early Bohemian 
history. In his Chronica Boëmorum, he outlines the pre-history and history of the 
Bohemian people. Beginning his tome at the conclusion of the great biblical flood, 
Cosmas speaks of the settling of the land around the Vltava and Ohře rivers by the tribes 
of Bohemus (Čech). The men of the tribe chose the name of their settlement after their 
leader, and thus was born Bohemia. Cosmas’ origin story has strong connections to the 
previously mentioned legend, and indeed one was most likely influenced by the other. 
What Cosmas tells about the nature of the Bohemians is certainly intriguing.  
The men of that time were so honorable in their mores, so simple and 
righteous, so loyal and merciful to one another, so moderate, sober, and 
continent, that if anyone tried to describe them to present-day men, who 
thoroughly represent the opposite qualities, he would be met with 
considerable irritation. Therefore, we omit these things and desire to say a 
few true things about the quality of that first age. How happy was that age, 
content with moderate expense and not puffed up with swollen pride. They 
hardly knew the rewards of Ceres and Bacchus, which were not available. 
They made their evening meal with acorns and wild game. Uncorrupted 
springs provided healthy drinks. Like the brightness of the sun and the 
moisture of the water, so the fields and the forests, even their very marriages, 
were held in common. For in the manner of cattle, they tried new lovers on 
various nights and, with dawn rising, broke the tie of the Three Graces and 
the iron shackles of love. Wherever and with whomever they had spent the 
night, there they caught sweet sleep, spread out on the grass under the shade 
of a leafy tree. The use of wool or linen, even of clothing, was unknown to 
them; in winter they used the skins of wild animals or sheep for clothing. Nor 
did anyone know to say “mine” but, in the likeness of monastic life, whatever 
they had the word “our” resounded in their mouth, heart, and deed. There 
were no bars on their stables, nor did they close their gate to the poor, because 
there was no theft or robbery or poverty. There was no crime among them 
more serious than theft or robbery. They saw the weapons of no people and 
themselves had only arrows, which they carried for killing wild animals. 
What more can be said? (Cosmas in Wolverton, 2009: 37-38) 
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This gives the depiction of an almost idyllic, communal race, something that only appears 
in descriptions of the afterlife, where there is no poverty, war, or thievery. Cosmas 
continues to say that as the people prospered, the sense of community and shared 
property was abandoned. Nosek alludes to this being a form of cultural contamination 
from the nearby Christian German tribes, for whom personal possession and wealth were 
goals for which to strive. “It seems there were no social differences among the old Slavs, 
and that they were all free and equal to each other. Differentiation began later, after the 
introduction of Christianity, when society began to divide itself into aristocracy, freemen, 
and subject peasants (Nosek: 1926, 29).” It is interesting that the introduction of 
Christianity, with its clearly outlined morals and values, was the catalyst for the break 
down of tribal equality amongst the Slavs. One might wonder if there was something 
inherent in that Christian lifestyle that promoted the coveting of wealth and separation of 
society into social classes. 
Cosmas also details that since the Bohemian tribes had existed as communal 
environments, there had been no established leadership position, or rite of succession. 
Krok was the first man since Bohemus to be considered a leader. He was wealthy and 
just. Through Cosmas, we know that people from many different Slavic tribes flocked to 
him for guidance and judgements.  
History and myth met in the form of Krok’s three mystical and prophetic 
daughters. Kazi, the eldest daughter, was master of potions, and healing remedies. Tetka, 
the second daughter, taught her people their pagan beliefs, and how to pray and make 
sacrifices. The third daughter, Libuše, would be the most important of the three. Her 
visions of the future of the Czechs were prophetic, to say the least. From Cosmas, we 
know that: 
She was truly a woman among women: cautious in counsel, quick to speak, 
chaste in body, upright in character, second to no one in resolving the 
lawsuits of the people. Affable, even lovable, in all things, she adorned and 
glorified the feminine sex while handling masculine affairs with foresight. 
But because no one is altogether blessed, this woman of such quality and of 
so great praise—alas the terrible human condition!—was a prophetess. 
Since she predicted many proven futures for people, that whole people took 
common counsel and set her up as judge over them after the death of her 
father. (Cosmas in Wolverton, 2009: 40) 
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Libuše foresaw the founding of the great city of Prague, and that it would be a hub of 
commerce, learning, and the seat of power for Czech rulers to come. She was made ruler 
of the Bohemian tribes, establishing a precedent for a culture that would be full of strong, 
independent female leaders. Libuše married a simple ploughman named Přemysl, whom 
she had seen in a vision, raising a commoner in status. This is a residual effect of the 
Bohemian communal concept where all were equal. The rulers of the Přemyslid dynasty 
would continue for the next 400 years (873-1306). 
The Přemyslid dynasty saw the Czechs grow from tribes to an organized culture 
and society. During this dynastic period, the Czechs adopted Christianity. Bořivoj I (852-
889) is the first documented titular ‘Duke of Bohemia’. He and his wife Ludmila, later to 
become Saint Ludmila, were converted to Christianity around 871 by Saints Cyril and 
Methodius. These two missionaries had been requested at the behest of Rastislav of the 
Moravian Empire (which would later become part of the Czech lands). Cyril and 
Methodius were also influential in the formation of the Glagolitic and Cyrillic alphabets.  
In the line of the Přemyslids was a man who would become the patron saint of the 
Czechs, and also their most recognizable figure, Václav I (Wenceslas I, 907-935). The 
grandson of Ludmila and Bořivoj I, Václav desired peace, and worked with his 
neighbouring states to secure the borders of his lands. He established a relationship where 
the Duchy of Bohemia would pay a form of tribute to the Holy Roman Empire as a 
deterrent towards German invasions. This began an association with the Holy Roman 
Empire that would continue for centuries. Known as ‘Václav the Good‘, Wenceslas was 
good, kind, and dedicated to his people. His brother, Boleslav ‘the Cruel’, with a group of 
companions, betrayed Wenceslas and murdered him. The goodness of Wenceslas became 
known to the world through the Eighteenth Century Christmas Carol Good King 
Wenceslas, where the king shows his page boy how to live a godly and moral life by 
looking after those less fortunate. Ironically, the page in the carol, Podevin, would later 
hunt down and kill some of the men who had been involved in his master’s assassination. 
Near the end of the dynasty, Bohemia was elevated to the status of a kingdom. 
The missionaries Cyril and Methodius were special in that they were Slav 
missionaries. The idea behind these Slav missionaries was twofold; it would expedite the 
conversion to Christianity if their own language was used instead of the nearby German 
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missionaries, whose language was not spoken amongst the Bohemians, and Christianity 
in the Slavic languages gave the people a religious independence from the Germans. 
There were early Bible translations into Glagolitic and Cyrillic, and the formation of 
these languages was a further triumph for cultural independence, as the Czechs had no 
formal written language at that time. The use of the Slavic languages for worship greatly 
angered the Germans, who appealed to Rome to stop it. Methodius was summoned three 
times to Rome. Popes Adrian and John VIII allowed the Bohemians to worship in their 
own tongue. This began a long tradition of the popes either supporting or denying the 
Bohemians their worship in Czech, and also continued the religious tension between the 
Germans and the Czechs. In 1198, Bohemia became an official Imperial State of the Holy 
Roman Empire. 
 
Following the end of the Přemyslid dynasty, there was a brief non-dynastic 
period, followed by the dynasty of the House of Luxembourg. This new dynasty featured 
the most important of all Czech rulers, King Charles IV (Karel IV, 1316-1378) who not 
only was king of Bohemia, but also the first King of Bohemia ever to be crowned as the 
Holy Roman Emperor. Officially of the House of Luxembourg, he also was in the lineage 
of the Přemyslid dynasty on his mother’s side, so he was a symbol of the old lineage 
transitioning to the new. Charles IV moved the capital of the Holy Roman Empire from 
Vienna to Prague, elevating the city to one of the centers of the Catholic world. Charles 
University was founded, and Prague became a beacon of education, freethinking, and 
ingenuity. Charles IV was a tremendous patron to the arts, and architecture. Charles IV 
spent his youth living in French courts, and would have been exposed to music of the 
Notre Dame School, and the Ars Nova. It is even suspected by scholars that young 
Charles had known Guillaume de Machaut, one of the giants in early polyphony. Charles 
University became a centre for the Ars Nova. “It was at the Prague University that a 
treatise on “modern” French (mensural) notation originated in 1369/70 to become 
probably the earliest theoretical work on this topic in central Europe…It thus seems that 
the aforementioned compositions were well known and commonly performed in at the 
university in Prague (Eben, 2016: 11).”  The courtly music is linked to the tradition of the 
German minnesinger, and could be found in all languages, including Czech. Some of the 
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architectural legacies that Charles left were the Charles Bridge (one of the oldest 
currently standing bridges in the world), Charles Square, major sections of Prague castle, 
and large sections of St. Vitus cathedral. The moving of the Imperial city from the 
German-speaking world to the heretofore-insignificant Czech lands was a shock and a 
slight to the Austro-Germans.  
Charles was also unique in that he had a friendship with the Pope, and afforded 
Bohemia much religious freedom, including the protection of the Slavic Liturgy. Another 
statement of independence against German cultural hegemony was the promotion of the 
Bishopric of Prague to an Archbishopric, leaving it independent from German religious 
rule and free to determine its own path for the faith of the Bohemians.  
“It is natural also that native Czech literature developed, especially considering 
Charles IV chose the Czech language even in official use in preference to Latin or 
German (Nosek, 1926: 44).” During the reign of Charles IV, the people of Prague began 
to have the courage to embrace their native tongue in literary creations, but also in 
musical creations. This re-invigoration, and for lack of a better word, legitimization of the 
Czech language, was one of the greatest legacies that Charles IV has left for his people.  
 
Throughout the following years, the now kingdom of Bohemia went through a 
litany of rulers, both native Czechs, and also from a variety of Slavic kingdoms such as 
Poland and Lithuania, and also from the Austrian Hapsburgs. The current sitting Emperor 
of the Holy Roman Empire was often crowned the King of Bohemia and King of 
Hungary, which were affiliate kingdoms within the empire.  
 
Jan Hus (1369-1415), also referred to as John Hus, was a priest, teacher and, most 
importantly, considered the first church reformer, predating Martin Luther by over one 
hundred years. Hus was a product of Charles IV’s Bohemian renaissance of education, 
learning, and freethinking. As a teacher and lecturer at Charles University in Prague, he 
was at the centre of religious and philosophical thought, and engaged with the some of 
the finest thinkers in Europe during his time. Hus became familiar with the writings of 
John Wycliffe, and having been a scholar and teacher at Charles University, began to 
openly discuss ideas for reform within the Catholic Church. Hus and his followers, the 
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Hussites, began to grow amongst the Czech populace in Bohemia. The Germans who 
lived in Bohemia stayed true to the doctrines of Rome. While religious reform was at the 
heart of the movement (abolishment of the wealth of the church, and money-making 
practices such as the sale of indulgences), the Hussite cause took on a nationalistic 
banner. The Czechs were the only ones who truly embraced Hus, so the movement 
became something distinctly Czech in the fact that even the German Bohemians would 
not follow. Protection of the somewhat religious autonomy that the Czechs enjoyed was 
also at the heart of the cause. The Czech language, and its use in the mass, may not have 
been in the original impetus of the Hussite movement, but it soon became the key tenet. 
This was how the Hussites panned from being a strictly religious movement, to being a 
declaration of nationalism.  
Through Hus, and his betrayal and burning at the Council of Constance in 1485, 
the Hussites began a reformed Hussite Church, which was arguably the first organized 
Protestant religion in Central Europe. After the death of Hus, the Hussites became 
increasingly militant, resulting in skirmishes, and what would be the first in a line of 
Prague defenestrations. Representatives of the Catholic King of Bohemia were thrown 
out of the Prague New Town Hall window by a party of Hussites. This marked a period 
where the Bohemian government in Prague (which was run mostly by German-speaking 
Bohemians) was in constant conflict with the Czech speaking Hussite military leaders, 
and the Czech-speaking nobility. The Hussites centered their armies in the town of Tábor, 
and for two-hundred years, fought against Catholic, and Germanic, interests. Several 
Papal crusades were sent against the Hussites, and all were defeated. This due to the 
genius of the Hussite military leaders, specifically Jan Žižka (c1360-1424), their one-
eyed general who revolutionized the military tactics of the day. He is credited with 
developing the concept of a tank, and also for encouraging his warriors to sing their way 
into battle. The famous Hussite war hymn, Ktož jsú boží bojovníci, was often sung in 
conflicts and, by accounts of chroniclers, would scare and confuse their opponents.  
 
Under Žižka, the Hussites went virtually undefeated in battle, and soon looked 
beyond the Czech lands, raiding into Hungary, Silesia, and Saxony, as well as German 
territories. Near the end of his life, Žižka held Prague under siege and hoped to rally all 
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Bohemians to his cause, regardless of class, language, and location. He died of illness in 
October of 1424, and the Hussite armies were taken over by Prokop the Great. A defeat 
in 1434 brought about the end of the radical Hussites, and the Hussite wars. 
Over the next two hundred years, the Czech Protestant movements grew, 
garnering support from all over Bohemia. The Czech people began to find a sense of 
individuality and independence from their Germanic neighbours, and the Holy Roman 
Empire. Because no formal split had been made between Bohemia and the empire, as the 
Catholics still controlled the Bohemian crown, Bohemia remained in conflict with itself; 
Catholic rule over a Protestant populace. As was stated earlier, Bohemia enjoyed a 
certain amount of religious freedom in regards to its language of worship. In the early 
seventeenth century, this freedom was under attack by the Holy Roman Emperor 
Ferdinand II, who saw Protestantism as an affront to the empire, and that absolute 
Catholicism (including the reinstatement of the Latin Mass) should be forcefully 
instituted across Bohemia. Imperial representatives met with the Bohemian leaders at 
Prague castle, and after listening to the grievances of the Bohemians, were victims to the 
second defenestration, being thrown out of a Prague castle window. Thus began the 
Bohemian Revolt. 
 
The year 1618 brought the beginning of the Thirty Years War, but the most 
fateful day of conflict for the Bohemians was November 8
th
, 1620, known as the Battle of 
the White Mountain. Thirty thousand troops under the Bohemian crown met against 
twenty-five thousand troops under the Holy Roman Empire. The forces of the empire 
were battle-hardened veterans, and the battle was a rout in favour of the Imperial forces. 
The fallout was devastating for the Czechs in Bohemia. The Imperial armies marched on 
Prague, rounded up all the civil leaders and nobility, and summarily executed them en 
masse in Prague’s old town square. This very public execution was a statement that the 
Bohemians were now under complete control by the Holy Roman Empire. A massive, 
forced re-Catholicization project was put into effect across the land. Protestants were 
rounded up and ordered to leave, and as a countermeasure, the Czech language was 
banned from use in administration, and severely suppressed within major centers of 
commerce and government, such as Prague, Olomouc, and other important centres. It was 
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only in the small towns that the spoken Czech language was preserved. While the people 
still had a modicum of personal freedom, they were a conquered people both militarily 
and culturally.  
The crown of Bohemia was now fully under control of the Habsburgs’ dynasty 
and the Holy Roman Empire. With the virtual eradication of Czech nobility, artistic 
patronages were scarce, forcing many of Bohemia’s artists, musicians, and intelligentsia 
to seek posts elsewhere in Europe. The newly installed Austro-German nobility brought 
their language and cultural tastes to Bohemia, delegating the Czech traditions and arts to 
a somewhat second-tier status. This was considered the Dark Age by many Czechs of the 
time. 
 
The early Nineteenth Century was a period of great change in the Habsburg 
Empire. Post-Napoleonic Europe’s great power was Austria, and foreign minister 
Metternich. A key point to remember in all of this is that the political borders we know 
today were almost non-existent. There was no unified Germany until 1871, 
Czechoslovakia’s nationhood wouldn’t come until after World War I, and most of central 
Europe was under the banner of the Habsburg Austrian Empire. The Congress of Vienna, 
convened by Metternich in September of 1814, was given the task of smoothing out the 
political wrinkles of the post-Napoleonic period. The philosophical theory of ‘The 
Concert of Nations’, a result of the congress, set out political reforms and beliefs to 
ensure stability in European international relations. Its central idea was that under God, 
every being had a place, and harmony between all creatures is only achieved when each 
accepts the duties and joys to which it has been designated. Music was actually used as 
an example of this philosophy in that not everyone is a soloist, but every part is essential 
to the orchestra. While these words speak well and good, implementing them is the tough 
part. Keeping the peace in Metternich’s Austria was becoming increasingly difficult, to 
the point of a need for more soldiers, and consequently, a military draft. Another 
characteristic of post-congress Austria was a regression from the Enlightenment ideals. 
There were restricted freedoms of the press, limited university activities, and banning of 
all fraternities. The populaces of the Habsburg Empire were dissatisfied with these 
reforms, even to the point of peasants resenting their feudal duties. In Austria and the 
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German lands, this brought about a flourishing of a liberal German culture consisting of 
students educated at German universities. They published independent pamphlets and 
journals outlining social reforms such as relaxed censorship, freedom of religion, the 
abolishment of forced labour, and the adoption of a wage labour system.  These students 
also took to criticizing Metternich in coffeehouses, salons, and on the stage. Into the 
1840’s, Austria began to find itself with a lack of employment opportunities for the 
educated people of the empire. It was into this world that Eduard Hanslick emerged. 
Then came the uprisings of 1848 in Prague. In 1848, Louis-Philipe of France 
abdicated his throne due to revolts. This set off a chain reaction of revolts around Europe, 
and Austria feared so much about this occurring within its borders that it withdrew its 
military forces from Italy, bringing about the call for a unified Italy and the Risorgimento 
movement. The Austrian citizens became bolder, leaving their pamphlet protestations, 
and openly arguing with tax collectors, solicitors and priests. The Archbishop of Vienna 
was even forced to flee. The young German liberals, the Jungen, aforementioned 
educated students, began to present the concept of a German nationalist movement, and a 
pan-Germanic super state. There was even a question of whether Austria should be 
invited to join the united Germany. The Frankfurt National Assembly convened, and 
questions arose about where non-Germanic cultures fit in this new state. Hungary and 
Poland were considered distinctly non-German, and not a concern, but questions arose 
about Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia (the three provinces of the Modern Czech republic). 
The German delegates and the German speaking Bohemian delegates felt that these lands 
‘belonged to’ the Germans, even though the population was predominantly Slavic. The 
Czech nationalist delegates viewed the language difference as a very significant fact that 
they were a distinct culture, and called for a boycott of the Frankfurt elections within the 
Czech territories. Tensions between German and Czech nationalists in Prague grew ugly 
through April and May of that year.  
In part from their withdrawal from the Frankfurt Assembly, the Czechs held a 
Pan-Slavic Congress in Prague during June of 1848 and invited the Poles, Ukranians, 
South-Slavs, and Czecho-Slavs. It was the first meeting of Slav representatives from all 
over central Europe. The meeting acted as a show of resistance against the German 
Nationalists who held power positions in the Czech lands. The congress was presided 
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over by František Palacky, who would be remembered as one of the fathers of the Czech 
nation. Almost all of the delegates were against cooperation with Russia or Germany, and 
Palacky advocated for cooperation with the Habsburgs, as they would be the best bet to 
preserve the Czech culture. On June 10
th
, 1848, the congress drew up a manifesto to all 
nations of Europe outlining fundamental ideals for the Slavs; first, a proclamation that 
demanded an end to all Slavic oppression, second, there would be no Slavic retaliation 
for any previous injustices, and third, an indication of unity to all Slavs in Europe, and 
the extension of the hand of peace and friendship to all who recognized the Slavic 
culture. The enlightened fruits of this congress were impressive, but almost 
instantaneously negated as Czech liberals, mladočech (Young Czechs as they were 
known), set up barricades around the city in protest of Austro-German rule. Smetana 
himself was involved in the barricade erected at the Charles Bridge. Things soon turned 
violent as a stray shot killed the wife of the leader of the Austrian forces in Prague. 
Fighting broke out and the Austrians declared martial law in the city. Smetana had 
endeared himself to the Young Czech movement, and that would serve him well later in 
life.  
 
The post-Napoleonic period in Europe was a time of great change in borders, and 
in the new focus towards nationalism. This concept spread to Bohemia, and the Czechs 
responded first with an 1848 uprising, and then a major victory for Czech-speaking 
candidates over German-speaking candidates in a series of Bohemia elections. The 
change in the cultural and national outlook of Bohemia began with these elected officials. 
The Czechs showed the power of organized democratic change. The struggles for 
independence and religious autonomy, and protection of language and cultural 
distinctiveness have been mainstays in the Czech civilization from its tribal origins, until 
nationhood in 1918. These issues maintained their importance during the Nineteenth 
Century and were a major factor in the establishment of the Czech National movement 
within the arts. They were something Antonín Dvořák would have been aware of from an 
early age, and they shaped his life as a composer. Dvořák’s pride in what it meant to be 
Czech, in all its traditions and heritage, was evident in his music.  
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Chapter Two: The Evolution of Opera in Post-Napoleonic Europe 
 
The formation of the Czech national theatre program was a major milestone on 
the road to nationhood for the Czech people. For the first time in their history, the Czech 
people had an arena in which to present opera and drama in their own language. As opera 
was considered the highest of all the musical art forms, creating a place for Czech opera 
to grow and flourish was a distinct statement of nationhood, but getting to this point had 
been a long journey for the Czechs. Years of occupation, and the suppression of the 
Czech language, had held back the movement for decades, if not centuries. Language was 
at the very heart of the Czech nationalism debate, and finally creating a theatre program 
dedicated to the Czech language was the greatest validation that Czechs could have for 
themselves as a unique culture, and a musical nation. For centuries, opera had been the 
pinnacle of the art forms, bringing together the many facets of music, but also drama, art, 
and dance. In the post-Napoleonic period, opera evolved from solely entertainment 
purposes to become a galvanizing declaration of nationhood and patriotism across 
Europe. The models of operatic nationalism in the four major post-Napoleonic powers— 
the Italian states, the Austro-German states, England, and France—show major 
differences in practice and ideology. This chapter will look at how nationalism 
manifested itself in the opera practices of these European regions, and how composers 
used nationalism in their compositions, including promotion and propagation of their 
works. Also, we will discover how these concepts and models shaped the blueprint for 
the Czech national theatre program, and how national opera was composed in the Czech 
Language.  
 
In the period before the Napoleonic wars, opera’s role in society had been one of 
entertainment and ennoblement. It was a time of patronages, royal and court opera 
houses, and regional tastes. Italian operas, both opera seria and opera buffa, were staples 
of the repertoire, with German singspiel, English oratorio, and French opéra comique 
developing in their respective regions. While composers such as Gluck and Mozart had 
innovated and developed Classical era opera to its apex through musical style and 
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structure, the changes in the post-Napoleonic period would focus prominently on 
language and subject matter. 
 
Since opera’s earliest inceptions, Italy has been recognized as the birthplace of 
opera. Musical dramas such as intermezzi, festa teatrales, and madrigal comedies (such 
as Vecchi’s l’Amfiparnaso) were the blueprint of the opera structures that would flourish 
in the Baroque, Classical, and Romantic eras. The monody of Peri and Monteverdi would 
develop into the operatic vocal styles we know today. In the Classical era, Italy was not 
itself, in the sense that Italy as a united country did not exist. In the 1700’s, Italy was a 
conglomerate of city states ruled by the Signorie, wealthy merchant families who ruled as 
monarchs, and founded their own regional dynasties, lineages, and military forces. Of 
these families, some of the more famous, or infamous, are the Medicis, Gonzagas, 
Sforzas, and Orsinis. The old adage ‘united we stand, divided we fall’ could not be more 
aptly applied than in the military history of the Italian city-states. Charles VIII of France 
successfully overran the regional militaries of the ruling families, to all but conquer the 
peninsula between 1494 and 1495. It was only once the ruling families banded together in 
coalition with the armies of the papal states, that they were able to halt Charles’ advance, 
and force him to leave Italy altogether. Throughout the next 300 years, the Italian 
peninsula would be under foreign control: by Spain from 1559 to 1713, and Austria from 
1713 to 1796. Opera in the Italian city-states developed within regional opera houses that 
became synonymous with the history of opera. Theatres such as Teatro La Fenice in 
Venice, Teatro alla Scala in Milan, and Teatro di San Carlo in Naples became hubs for 
musicians, audiences, and those who wanted to be seen. The social aspect of the Italian 
opera house was a focal point, with those looking to affect their cultural, social, and class 
status attending to not only witness the musical spectacle, but also to engage in gossip, 
slander, and hob-knobbing with the elite. It was the musical equivalent of court-side seats 
to a basketball game, where people now go to ‘be seen’. This concept of social 
interaction helped the genre of opera evolve from a mere diversion, to ‘the’ musical 
event, and this concept spread throughout Europe.  
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Opera in Europe before the time of Napoleon was very much a creation by 
patronages. While opera was accessible to the general public, provided they had money 
to buy a ticket, many of the theatres were controlled or supported by the elite and the 
ruling families. Opera historian Stanley Sadie comments on this point.  
In Venice, from 1637 onwards, or in Naples during much of the late 17
th
 
century, or in Hamburg from 1678, he [the opera goer] could simply buy 
a ticket. But many opera performances in this period were private, and he 
could be admitted only as a guest of a princely patron or of a member of 
the court, or by special invitation… The division between types of theatre 
persisted throughout the 18
th
 century: court theatres that were wholly or 
largely private; court-run theatres, at which anyone correctly dressed (in 
some case) or ready to pay (in others) would be allowed entrance; and the 
public theatre, run by impresarios –optimistically-for profit. (Sadie, 1990: 
63) 
 
This was the model for opera and opera theatres across greater Europe. Opera had 
varying levels of class attached to it: Italian opera seria, with sung recitatives, being 
mostly reserved for the theatres of highest rank and royalty, while opera buffa with sung 
recitatives, for the court-run theatres, while the singspiel, ballad operas, and forms of 
vaudevilles would go to the public houses. It is a great irony that while the Italian states 
had no defined ruler over all of them, the Italian musicians held great power within the 
courts of Europe. Italian opera was still the language of refinement, while opera in 
vernacular languages was often, and wrongfully so, shrugged off as inconsequential. 
While not as musically refined as the works of Handel, ballad operas such as Gay’s The 
Beggar’s Opera became great successes in England. These types of ballad opera and 
vaudevilles would become the model in England for the likes of Gilbert and Sullivan, and 
other operetta composers.  
As stated earlier, the construction of opera was as much by patron as it was the 
composer/librettist. The origins of many operas lay in commissions by a patron, monarch, 
or aristocracy, and while composers who had stable court appointments, such as Haydn 
and Salieri, could compose at will, it was still only by the grace of their patron and 
employer that they had the leisure to compose operas. While the composers had freedom 
over the notes they penned on page, the libretti were something to be very carefully 
chosen. In France, the Lully/Quinault composer-librettist relationship was a not only a 
fortuitous theatrical collaboration, but also very advantageous for the ruling Monarch. 
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The libretti often tied Arcadian and/or Olympian themes and stories into the real-life of 
Louis XIV.  Lully’s tragédie lyrique format was the standard for the French court. For 
example, the prologue of Thésée takes place in Versailles itself, with Louis XIV being 
likened to Mars due to his military campaigns at the time. 
Every tragédie lyrique has a prologue and five acts. The prologue, which 
is preceded and followed by an overture, is generally separate from the 
subject matter of the main action. The prologue of Thésée takes place 
before the palace of Versailles; that of Persée alludes to Louis XIV’s 
victories in the Dutch wars. (Sadie, 1990: 33) 
 
Operatic content also faced censorship. Mozart and Da Ponte faced the issue of 
censorship with the risqué political commentary of Le Nozze di Figaro and Don 
Giovanni. The Beaumarchais plays of Le Barbier de Séville, Le Mariage de Figaro, and 
Le Mère coupable, faced censorship and criticism in France due to their subject matter of 
struggle between the classes, and the elevation of the servile positions to outsmart the 
aristocracy. Joseph II, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, had been very open to 
humanism, and accepting of many forms of art, but even he had banned the 
Beaumarchais plays due to their galvanizing of the lower classes. Mozart and Da Ponte 
had to edit Le Mariage de Figaro so that much of the revolutionary nature was removed.  
Although opera buffa clearly asserts that sheer pleasure is its function, and 
although its context seems to support the genre’s self-representation, these 
works do in fact regularly address some of the social and ideological 
changes working their way through Europe during the eighteenth century. 
Questions of social mobility, pretension, inner and “outer” nobility, the 
limits, benefits, and obligations of power, and the changing relations 
between the genders are all integral to these operas. One could reasonably 
argue that the strength of the repertory’s frame as mere entertainment and 
sheer pleasure contains and neutralizes the potentially problematic 
representations of socially sensitive subjects–after all, “What is not 
permitted to be said in our time is sung,” as the writer for the Realzeitung 
noted right after the premiere of Le Nozze di Figaro. (Hunter, 1999: 52) 
 
Indeed, the genre of opera buffa in Vienna during Mozart’s time is to focus on placating 
the bourgeois through joyful diversion and entertainment, as rationalized by imperial 
advisor Tobias Philipp Gelber. Mary Hunter states “Gelber is worrying here about the 
pliability of the bourgeois and thinking at least in part about the vernacular theatre as a 
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school for national morals, but his larger point is that adequate and pleasurable diversion 
renders a citizenry in general less likely to revolt (Hunter, 1999: 53)”.  
 
Early in the life of opera, works were commissioned for event days such as 
coronations, weddings, and celebrations like carnival season in Venice. These works 
were, at the time, considered just another aspect of the day’s events. The early operatic 
form festa teatrale is eternally linked with the weddings and celebrations of the Italian 
Signorie.   
What sort of work would the operagoer expect to hear? In a court opera 
house, it would probably be a newly composed work, possibly by the chief 
composer, or perhaps by a visitor. It would have been written for the 
specific team of singers who were performing it. If originally composed 
for some court celebration, such as a name day, a birth or a wedding, it 
might well be not what we would call an opera, but rather a festa teatrale, 
azione teatrale or serenata, a work with a modest amount of dramatic 
action, probably of an allegorical kind (praising the prince by comparing 
him to a classical hero, for example, and perhaps embodying some 
reference to the event being celebrated). (Sadie, 1990: 65) 
 
That tradition continued through the Baroque and Classical eras, with operas being used 
to celebrate events of the monarchy, with examples such as Mozart’s La Clemenza di Tito 
being composed for the coronation of Leopold II. The clemency and mercy, which Titus 
shows to those who plotted against him, is used to ennoble Leopold; Titus is to be the 
example, which Leopold should follow.  
Operatic content focused on classical themes such as Arcadia, the Olympian gods, 
great figures from history, such as those from the Greek and Roman Empires, as well as 
new plays from contemporary writers. While censorship did exist, it was related more to 
political content than cultural. For example, it was feasible for a German composer to set 
an Italian libretto, and vice versa. Mozart’s Figaro set an Italian libretto by Da Ponte of a 
French play by Beaumarchais. Paisiello did the same with his Il Barbieri di Siviglia, as 
did Beethoven with his Fidelio, Salieri the same with his Falstaff. Stories from any 




The Post-Napoleonic period was a time of reconstruction, but also of the re-
thinking of older ideals and conventions. The adage ‘You can never go home again’ aptly 
applies to the outlook of Post-Napoleonic Europe. While there was a determination to 
return to the peaceful existence before Napoleon, the fact was that Europe had been 
drastically changed in the aspect of borders, political powers, class structure, and 
individualism. The Congress of Vienna met between 1814-1815, and worked to restore 
the previous countries and borders that existed before the wars. Within this restoration 
was the resizing of certain regions so that cultural powers would remain in check, and a 
balance of peace would be maintained. Presided over by Metternich, the Congress of 
Vienna involved delegations from across the continent, and England, with Tsar 
Alexander I and the Duke of Wellington being some of the significant dignitaries in 
attendance. The congress worked to redistribute the territories taken by France. Some of 
the concessions made were that Prussia would add German states in the west and forty 
percent of the Kingdom of Saxony, Austria would take control of Venice and Northern 
Italy, Russia gained part of Poland, and the Netherlands gained Belgium. The 1814 
Treaty of Chaumont directed that the following actions be taken: the establishment of a 
confederated, united Germany, the remainder of Italy to be divided into city-states under 
the rule of either France or Austria, the restoration of the Bourbon kings in Spain, the 
enlargement of Holland to include Belgium, and the establishment of an independent 
Swiss confederation. While the Congress of Vienna did create many progressive social 
concepts, such as the free navigation throughout many of the rivers in Europe, and open 
condemnation of the slave trade, the conservative nature of the congress had an adverse 
effect on the social and political advances of the French and American revolutions. A de-
emphasis on these liberties and civil rights was mandated necessary to maintain the 
balance of power. The thought that these concepts could be suppressed to maintain the 
status quo was a miscalculation, and once the Pandora’s box of the French Revolution 
was opened, things could never be the same. 
 
The concept of Nationalism spread throughout Europe during this time, and 
caused re-evaluation in art, music, poetry, and theatrical works. While the absolute 
definition of nationalism is ambiguous and varies from nation to nation, Boyd Schafer 
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has presented a list of hypothetical requirements, which promote nationalism. These ten 
headings are: 
1.  A certain defined (often vaguely) unit of territory (whether possessed or 
coveted).  
2.  Some common cultural characteristics such as language (or widely understood 
languages), customs, manners, and literature (folk tales and lore are a 
beginning). If an individual believes he shares these, and wishes to continue 
sharing them, he is usually said to be a member of the nationality. 
3.  Some common dominant social (as Christian) and economic (as capitalistic or 
recently communistic) institutions. 
4.  A common independent or sovereign government (type does not matter) or the 
desire for one. The “principle” that each nationality should be separate and 
independent is involved here. 
5.  A belief in a common history (it can be invented) and in a common origin 
(often mistakenly conceived to be racial in nature). 
6.  A love or esteem for fellow nationals (not necessarily as individuals).  
7.  A devotion to the entity (however little comprehended) called the nation, 
which embodies the common territory, culture, social and economic 
institutions, government, and the fellow nationals, and which is at the same 
time (whether organism or not) more than their sum.  
8.  A common pride in the achievements (often the military more than the 
cultural) of this nation and a common sorrow in its tragedies (particularly its 
defeats).  
9.  A disregard for or hostility to other (not necessarily all) like groups, especially 
if these prevent or seem to threaten the separate national existence. 
10. A hope that the nation will have a great and glorious future (usually in 
territorial expansion) and become supreme in some way (in world power if 
the nation is already large). (Schafer, 1995: 7-8)  
 
Exploring the political, economic, cultural and social climates in the post-Napoleonic era 
will show various regions and groups identifying with some of these criteria, and 
declaring distinctiveness from it. These were the first steps in nationhood. 
 
The major musical regions of Europe: the Italian States, the Austro-German 
states, England, and France, all faced different political, social, and cultural climates 
coming out of the Napoleonic period. In Italy, the economic and political struggles were 
difficult, but opera continued, and even thrived under these dire straights. As John Davis 
states: 
Opera played an important part in the lives of urban Italians during the 
decades that followed the fall of Napoleon’s European empire and the 
restoration of the Italian legitimist rulers by the Congress of Vienna 
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(1814/15). That Italy was building new theatres at an unprecedented rate, 
as well as restoring and enlarging old ones, at the time may seem 
surprising, since the period is more generally with the reactionary political 
and cultural climate of the legitimist Restorations, devastating epidemics, 
falling agricultural prices, and prolonged recession. The next decade was 
to bring even more severe economic challenges. (Davis, 2006: 569) 
 
It is a great irony that in a moment of political and economic turmoil, the arts would be 
an area of great investing and growth. (It is a full turnabout from what is practiced in 
today’s world). The money and resources which Italians poured into opera was 
impressive, and brought opera out of the royal courts and into public life and popular 
culture. With the fall from grace of the ruling families, the aforementioned Signorie, the 
royal courts lost the power that they once had. They no longer existed, as they once did, 
as centres of administration and governance due to the occupation by Napoleon, and 
subsequently by the Austrians. Going to the opera had a sense of nostalgia, as visiting the 
opera meant visiting the royal court, and for many Italians, this made them long for the 
days when they had power, and yearn for the days when they would be free. This is a 
theme that would be recurring of Rossini, Donizetti, and Verdi. Essentially, the court 
opera theatres became defacto courts themselves, a microcosm of the great Italian 
palaces. As Davis also states:  
After the collapse of the Ancien Regime monarchies, however, the royal 
theatres, which were undergoing reconstruction and renovation, began to 
assume many of the functions once performed by the court… (Davis, 
2006: 573)  
 
The opera house became a major building of focus in Italian society after the Napoleonic 
era. The production of opera became a business. The building of new, larger, regional 
opera houses was a lucrative enterprise, and these houses helped to mold Italian culture in 
new ways. “The new theatres often became highly sensitive symbols of newfound 
regional identities, which they, in turn, helped to define…By virtue of events both on 
stage and off, the theatres helped to redefine social relations, rank, and status (Davis, 
2006: 573-574)”. 
It is interesting that while many people speak of the tremendous influence that 
opera had on the formation of the Italian nationalist movement, and the Risorgimento 
(1815-1871), the period of movement towards Italian unification, it is often regarded by 
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opera historians as being the other way around. It was less of the composers effecting true 
political change through music, but of the composers of the day realizing that the 
movement was popular, and they could kindle patriotic sentiment, and popularity, if they 
incorporated nationalistic themes. Composers like Verdi, Donizetti and Rossini became 
the 'poster boys' of the Risorgimento, and figures that the people could rally around, 
much the way musicians and movie stars of today make speeches to the United Nations 
and other assemblies. In his essay on musical nationalism in Italy, John Rosselli goes on 
to say: 
…For Italian nationalists in the run-up to political independence and unity, 
music called for no exercise of will, did not have to be imposed and, as a 
symbol, was already fully defining…The part music played in nationalist 
agitation has, however, been a good deal blown up by legends put about 
after the achievement of political nationhood and repeated ever since. It 
was indeed after political unification, amid widespread discontent with its 
results, that nationalist discourse came to engage seriously with music. 
(Roselli, 2001: 181) 
 
It is statements such as these that defend the point of view that nationalist and Italian 
Romantic opera were a marriage of convenience; mutually beneficial to political idealists 
and composers. The texts could harken back to the ‘good old days’, idyllic as they may 
be, and appeal to patriotic spirit by inciting images of the once great country of Italy 
(even though it never existed) and call to make it great again through solidarity and 
nationalistic fervor. The composers were able to either gain stardom by being linked to a 
Risorgimento movement that was gaining momentum, or popularity through musical 
appeasement and reassurance to those worried and unsure about the new unified Italy. 
Verdi’s ‘Va Pensiero’ chorus from Nabucco is the ultimate commercial jingle for the 
Risorgimento. The opera dates from 1842, in the middle of the Risorgimento, and appeals 
to the audience to think often on the homeland, which is lost (for the operatic characters, 









The text and translation of the chorus ‘Va Pensiero’ from Verdi’s Nabucco 
Va, pensiero, sull'ali dorate;  
va, ti posa sui clivi, sui colli,  
ove olezzano tepide e molli l'aure  dolci 
del suolo natal!   
 
Del Giordano le rive saluta,  
di Sionne le torri atterrate...  
O, mia patria, sì bella e perduta!  
O, membranza, sì cara e fatal!  
 
 Arpa d'or dei fatidici vati,  
perché muta dal salice pendi?  
Le memorie nel petto raccendi, c 
i favella del tempo che fu!   
 
O simile di Sòlima, 
 ai fati traggi un suono di crudo 
lamento, o t'ispiri il Signore un 
concento che ne infonda al patire virtù. 
Fly, thought, on wings of gold; 
go settle upon the slopes and the hills, 
where, soft and mild, the sweet airs 
of our native land smell fragrant! 
 
Greet the banks of the Jordan 
and Zion's toppled towers... 
Oh, my country, so beautiful and lost! 
Oh, remembrance, so dear and so fatal! 
 
Golden harp of the prophetic seers, 
why dost thou hang mute upon the willow? 
Rekindle our bosom's memories, 
and speak to us of times gone by! 
 
Oh you akin to the fate of Jerusalem, 
give forth a sound of crude lamentation, 
oh may the Lord inspire you a harmony of voices 
which may instill virtue to suffering. 
 
The poignant scene of a people (Hebrew slaves in the opera) wandering aimlessly 
searching for their homeland, which they both reminisce about and lament, is filled with 
patriotic sentiment, and proves why Verdi was a powerful tool for the Risorgimento. The 
imagery of a ‘country so beautiful and lost’ and a people being ruled by foreign powers 
was very relevant to the Italian people in the mid 1800’s. The text plays on the nostalgic 
aspect of Italy, a golden land, which is somewhat of a manipulated history to suit the 
requirements of the nationalist movement. The piece became so popular that it was even 
considered for the Italian national anthem, and is, for all purposes, the defacto national 
anthem.  
Opera was a big deal in Italy at this time. This is even more evident when 
compared to the other regions in Europe, where music was moving towards instrumental 
as well as vocal music. Italy stayed firmly rooted in opera. People wanted distraction 
from the turmoil and insecurity of their everyday life. Opera was an escape. With its 
popularity at a limitless apex, opera became the perfect medium through which the 
Risorgimento could spread the patriotic spirit of the nationalist movement. While opera 
wasn’t solely responsible for Italian nationalism or unification, its effectiveness as a tool 
is undeniable. So much so that Verdi’s name was even used as an acronym for the 
Risorgimento. The term ‘Viva V.E.R.D.I.’ was used often in print, with the acronym 
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being ‘Vittorio Emmanuel, Re D’Italia’; Vittorio Emmanuel, king of Italy. Vittorio 
Emmanuel was the first king of Italy, crowned in 1861, so the acronym was a perfect 
piece of supportive propaganda. 
While the historical facts in Donizetti’s Maria Stuarda are somewhat spurious, its 
use for Risorgimento purposes is evident in subject matter and libretto. In the opera, 
Elizabeth I of England, a Protestant, is persecuting Mary, Queen of Scots, a Catholic. The 
land of Scotland was in disarray compared to Elizabeth’s England. Religious persecution 
of a Catholic is something Italians would sympathize with, as is the plight of Scotland 
within the plot. Mary’s Act Two aria and cavatina (Figure 2.1) speak of her longing to be 
back in Catholic France (where she had been raised), away from a land of oppression.  
 
Figure 2.1 – Maria’s Act 2 aria from Donizetti’s Maria Stuarda. 
 
Verdi’s Don Carlo also deals with this sentiment in the famous duet (or trio, as 
the scene includes short interjections from the ghost of Carlo V),  ‘Dio, che nell’alma 
infondere’ (Figure 2.2). The story of the opera takes place during wars between Spain and 
France in 1560. The Marquis de Posa and Don Carlo sing this famous duet of friendship 
and liberty. The text is filled to the brim with patriotic fervor, brotherhood, and the idea 
of sacrifice for a noble cause. The French version of Don Carlos in 1867 predates the 
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Italian, but not by much. The Italian version’s adaptations by Verdi began popping up in 
1867, with Bologna being the first performance. This composition originates from the tail 
end of the Risorgimento, and the concepts of pledges of brotherhood for a common cause, 
liberty from foreigners, and dying for this liberty, are all nationalist concepts which the 
Risorgimento embraced and encouraged as Italy moved towards unification.  
Don Carlo E Rodrigo: 
Dio che nell’alma infondere 
Amor volesti e speme 
Desio nel core accendere 
Tu déi di libertà. 
Giuriam insiem di vivere 
E di morire insieme; 
In terra, in ciel congiugere 
Ci può la tua bontà. 
 
Don Carlo and Rodrigo: 
God, you who wish to instill in souls 
Love and Hope 
You must light in our heart 
A desire for liberty. 
We swear to live together 
And to die together; 
On earth, in heaven 






Figure 2.2 – Duet from Verdi’s Don Carlo, Act Two Scene One 
 
The inclusion of brass in this duet not only marks its importance within the opera (brass 
being used for special pieces, much as how it was used in Church music at the time), but 
also gives a militaristic feel, especially with the trumpet arpeggios. The final section of 
singing reaffirms the declaration of liberty, with ‘We’ll live together. We’ll die together. 
Our final statement will be liberty’! This is a strong statement to say the least, from two 
characters who hold the concept of liberty above all else. The closing instrumental coda 
plays the main theme of the duet with full strings and brass, making this duet a standout 
piece within the opera. Verdi knew how to appease the political interests of his audiences, 
and also stoke the Risorgimento fire. This is music that served well both the Risorgimento 
and Verdi’s popularity. 
 
Up until the Napoleonic period, German opera had a history of playing second 
fiddle to Italian opera. It was a well-known fact that due to political marriages, and 
alliances, many of the courtiers in the Holy Roman Empire were Italians, or had strong 
family ties to Italy. This allowed them to promote the interests of Italian opera amongst 
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the learned and aristocratic circles of the German and Austrian courts. While Italian 
opera seria dominated the royal courts of Germany and Austria, opera in the German 
language was often relegated to smaller, provincial or peasant theatres. The most popular 
form of German opera, the singspiel, has roots from the time of Mozart all the way 
through to operetta. While the singspiel has ties to the French opéra comique genre in 
that it employs spoken dialogue in place of sung recitatives, it was made distinctly 
German through the late Romantic era. As part of the creation of a uniquely ‘German’ art 
form, composers focused on subject matter linked to German mythology and folklore. In 
Weber’s Der Freischütz, regional dances such as the waltz and the ländler are used, and 
the story focuses on a truly German storyline. The young forester Max must win a 
challenge of marksmanship to prove worthy of the hand of his love, Agathe. Max joins 
Kaspar in the wolf’s glen to invoke the spirit of Samiel, the black huntsman, who offers 
seven magic bullets in exchange for their souls. Max’s last magic bullet hits a white dove, 
and causes Agathe to faint, and before Max is condemned for his deal with the devil, a 
hermit arrives (often regarded as a Christ image). Max confesses, and the hermit urges his 
pardon.  
The images of the huntsman and the forest rangers are something that German 
audiences would immediately identify with. The concepts of Romanticism, which were a 
large part of the German nationalist movement, are in full bearing in Der Freischütz. 
Focus on nature, and the supernatural were key components of German Romanticism, 
and are evident in the prominent use of the forest and its animals, while the invocation of 
the devil, Samiel, is the supernatural at its best and most terrifying. The deal Max makes 
with the devil is similar to that of the Faust story. Max toys with dark magic to cast the 
bullets. Kaspar’s Act One drinking song, “Hier in ird’schen Jammerthal”, is a simple 
strophic piece (three verses with dialogue between each) and is a catchy tune that one 
would find in beer halls of Nineteenth Century Germany; an appropriate musical set 
piece.  
Wagner praised Der Freischütz as the quintessential operatic treatment of true 
Germanism, even going so far as asserting that only German audiences could truly 
understand Der Freischütz. “Oh, my dear German fatherland, how can I help adoring 
you, even if only because it was your soil that produced Der Freischütz! Must my heart 
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not go out to a people that…still believes in fairy tales?...How happy I am to be a 
German! (Tusa, 2006: 485)” Musicologist Michael Tusa has gone on to try and disprove 
the role of Der Freischütz in developing German nationalist opera. In his article on Der 
Freischütz and its role in German opera, he cites some of the critical response from the 
opera’s Berlin premiere.  
Reviews that followed the opera throughout the German-speaking world 
celebrated it as a significant, specifically German accomplishment, 
admittedly for mostly vague, essentializing reasons: the fact that composer 
and librettist were German (at a time when much of the German operatic 
repertoire was of foreign origin); the purported basis of the story in 
Germanic legend, folklore, and landscape; the qualities of the libretto; and 
the fact the opera could be set against established foreign types….By 1822, 
a Dresden writer, Carl Weichselbaumer, could attribute the enormous 
popularity of the work to the “original German spirit lying within the 
whole,” and on the basis of its popularity a correspondent from Nuremberg 
could call the opera a “National-Opera.”(Tusa, 2006: 485) 
 
Tusa quotes Dalhaus, who goes on to say that Der Freischütz has more in common with 
the foreign opera styles than those from home. “…Der Freischütz is a “variant of opéra 
comique,” directly linked neither to the North German Singspiel tradition of the later 
eighteenth century nor to the Mozart tradition of Magic Flute, not to Fidelio… (Tusa, 
2006: 488)” 
The idea that the early ‘landmarks’ of German national opera are not as German 
as history believes is an intriguing concept. It also harkens back to the Italian 
manifestation, where composers used popular national elements or sentiments to help 
create an idea of nationalism. The same appears to happen in Germany. Wagner is the 
unchallenged hero for nationalism in German opera, but the lineage, which both he and 
historians have attempted to create, is muddied. When speaking about the German writers 
and music critics of the day, Tusa states “…These writers portrayed in particularly 
aggressive, even militaristic terms, Weber’s accomplishment as a warlike act of liberation 
of German culture from pernicious foreign influences. (Tusa, 2006: 486)” The German 
operas preceding Wagner could be considered a form of cultural propaganda, or 
declaration of cultural independence. Manufactured or not, Weber’s Der Freischütz 
certainly had an effect on Wagner’s concept of Gesamkunstwerk, in that the opera was an 
entirely German collaboration. 
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Richard Wagner was not only one of the greatest German composers of all time, 
but also one of the most opinionated when it came to the German people, and 
nationalism. His views on certain non-German cultures border on xenophobia, while his 
view of German culture, specifically music, art, and drama, border on rabid fanaticism. 
The essay The Jew in Music was an essay that first appeared in the 1850’s and re-
appeared in the 1860’s. It was originally written anonymously, but later revealed that 
Wagner had penned it. To promote German musical superiority, Wagner often detracted 
from the styles of the Italian and the French musical traditions. Wagner’s derogatory 
nature towards the music of Meyerbeer is infamous. Wagner became the embodiment of 
extreme German nationalism, and governed his operas in the same manner. His works 
feature German mythology, complete with a nationalist creation myth, as well as aspects 
of German history, traditions, and everyday life. While a few of his operas have non 
German stories, Die Feen, Das Liebesverbot, Rienzi, Der Fliegende Hollander, Parsifal, 
and Tristan und Isolde, all deal with foreign tales, or foreign locales, translated into 
German. The works are distinctly German in their characterizations and libretti. Wagner 
took total control of setting the libretti for all of his operas. His operas are a love letter to 
German culture, and in some cases, German supremacy. Die Meistersinger von 
Nürnberg’s concept that the German music masters are to be held above all others is a 
Wagnerian statement if there ever was one, and is sometimes taken out of context. 
Wagner’s heroic characters such as Lohengrin, Siegfried, and Walther von Stolzing, are 
idyllic characters who triumph in the face of overwhelming adversity, or sacrifice 
themselves for the good of the people, or their cause, very much different from some of 
the anti-heroes of the Italian Romantic tradition such as the Duke of Mantua, Turridu, and 
Pagliacci. Wagner’s heroes are virtuous, righteous, and self-sacrificing, and in some 
cases, sacrifice their own love and personal happiness for the greater good. These are 
paragons, which Wagner hoped would lead as examples for how to live and what to strive 
for in life. There are bits of morality that are stated throughout many of Wagner’s operas, 
and it is hard to think these were meant solely for the characters on stage. Wagner not 
only wished to usher in a new order in opera, but also within German culture and society.  
Wagner’s approach was quite radical in the eyes of his contemporaries. Gone 
were the traditional forms of numbers opera. While arias and choruses remained, they 
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were woven into the through-composed tapestry of his music, often lacking definitive 
starting and ending points. Duets or large ensemble singing is almost non-existent in 
Wagner’s operas, save for a few scattered moments in Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, 
Lohengrin, and others. One can listen to Der Ring des Nibelungen and count on his 
fingers how often two or more people are singing simultaneously. Wagner took the role 
of composer, librettist, set designer, and theatre architect all under his wing, molding 
each role to his needs. He also eliminated the composer-librettist partnerships that had 
become famous collaborations in the traditional school, those of Mozart-Da Ponte, Verdi-
Piave, and the like. The traditional opera orchestra was supplemented to a monumental 
scale, resulting in the need for larger voices to project their formant over the huge 
orchestral sound.  
 
The tradition of opera sung in English had suffered a near-fatal blow with the 
untimely, early demise of Henry Purcell. Purcell’s semi-operas, and opera Dido and 
Aeneas, had expanded upon the tradition of the English masque, but this fledgling school 
of English opera was ill-fated. What followed was an influx of European composers 
brought in to fill the gap with Italian and French operas. It was the opera world’s version 
of out-sourcing. Continental composers such as Handel, Porpora, Haydn, and the like, 
were brought in as compositional mercenaries, superstar ringers, while the local English 
composers during the Baroque and Classical eras toiled in obscurity. This resulted in 
sung English remaining unrefined and ambiguous, the tradition of opera in English 
remained uncultivated. Smaller works, in the style of the German singspiel, such as 
Gay/Pepusch’s The Beggar’s Opera, mixed popular strophic song styles with spoken 
dialogue to create the Ballad opera. As was the case in the German opera tradition, the 
vernacular language was considered lesser by the foreign composers who dominated the 
opera theatres. In Handel’s case, he tried hard to set English, and succeeded in the form 
of the oratorio, but there are many instances were the nuance of the language is awkward, 
and in several instances, the texts were reset by native speakers to make the English 
understandable.  
Dyneley Hussey makes an interesting case when he discusses the broken lineage 
of English opera, pointing out the length of time it takes for the groundwork to be laid for 
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a genius to arrive. He uses J.S. Bach as his example, with composers such as Schütz and 
Buxtehude laying the foundation on which Bach could thrive. The death of Purcell broke 
the line of composers setting the English language, which had linked Tallis, Byrd, 
Morley, Tomkins, and other Renaissance composers, to Purcell, Blow, and the would-be 
successors. Curtis Price, writing in in Stanley Sadie’s History of Opera, gives an 
interesting look at the beginnings of opera in England. 
English drama had been rich in music since the mid-16
th
 century. In the 
choirboy plays of the 1580s and 1590s, the main characters, who were 
acted by trained singers from St.Paul’s Cathedral of the Chapel Royal, 
often delivered their own songs. Though the practice might appear to be a 
decisive stop on the path to opera, Elizabethan plays almost never 
allowed music at the dramatic climax, and the choirboy plays the Lament 
– the main vocal attraction – usually came during a moment of calm just 
before the final catastrophe. Of greater operatic potential was the Stuart 
masque, a lavish court entertainment which indulged spoken dialogue, 
vocal and instrumental music and dance. Though symbolic gesture and 
scenic spectacle always took precedence over plot and action, several of 
Ben Johnson’s masques have coherent dramatic shapes. And they did not 
lack recitative, and essential ingredient of all Baroque opera. (Price in 
Sadie, 1989: 38) 
 
 The time leading into the life of Purcell and the English Baroque had been a time 
of insecurity in England, the Interregnum. During this time, Oliver Cromwell and his 
Puritan movement had closed theatres, and curtailed musical and artistic endeavours, 
including even banning most Christmas carols. Theatre had been considered decadence in 
Puritan society. The lead-up to the English Baroque had been a difficult time to be a 
professional musician. Purcell was born the year after Cromwell’s death, and would have 
spent his early years within a country still facing the debate between Monarchists and 
Puritans. Curtis Price, writing in Stanley Sadie’s History of Opera, gives an interesting 
look at the beginnings of opera in England. 
The first century of opera in England is marked by several episodes 
during which native music drama seemed on the verge of a breakthrough 
to true opera but then retreated back into the play. This refusal to step 
into the mainstream of operatic evolution, and preference instead for 
opera seria by foreign composers, is puzzling, as England possessed the 
same ingredients with which Monteverdi created dramma per musica in 
Italy, and Lully tragédie lyrique in France. Yet before the arrival of 
Handel in 1710, only three works were produced that can properly be 
regarded as full-length all-sung English operas: Davenant’s The Siege of 
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Rhodes (1656), set by a committee of composers; Dryden’s Albion and 
Albanius (1685), with music by the French-trained Spaniard Louis 
Grabu; and Addison’s Rosamund (1707), with music by Thomas Clayton. 
Any other English ‘operas’, including those of Matthew Locke, John 
Blow and Henry Purcell, are either isolated miniatures such as Dido and 
Aeneas (1689) or semi-operas such as King Arthur (1691), in which the 
main characters do not sing. Some music historians have therefore 
viewed Baroque English opera as an impure hybrid born of the national 
character and of a language supposedly unsuitable for recitative. But 
most 17
th
-century English critics, while expressing a preference for opera 
with spoken dialogue, voiced no strong objection to dramatic characters 
conversing in music… (Price in Sadie, 1989: 38) 
 
The question can be asked, why didn’t opera evolve in the same manner as it did in 
continental Europe? Geographically, England is isolated from the rest of Europe, and 
until the Nineteenth Century, it was fairly isolated socially, culturally, and politically. 
Anything of continental nature was an import by English standards. While the operas and 
operatic innovations were easily transmitted between the continental powers, the 
transmission to England was always slightly delayed due to this isolation. Another reason 
could have been that opera on the continent was, by origin and majority, a ‘Catholic’ art 
form. Catholic in the sense that the countries that developed and embraced opera early on 
were Italy, France, and Austria, all three being bastions of the Catholic faith. In 
Renaissance and Baroque England, there was a great fear of Catholicism, and ‘Papism’. 
Years of religious turmoil had caused a great distrust of the Catholic faith within English 
society and, in fact, many problems in Seventeenth Century England were often, 
misguidedly, blamed on Catholic influence from abroad. Was there an early apprehension 
to opera due to its ‘catholic’ nature? The English Monarchy was evolving differently than 
continental Europe, where there were absolute monarchs and, in turn, republican 
revolutions that deposed them. Due to documents such as Magna Carta, and events such 
as the Interregnum, English monarchs were no longer absolute, and ruled in a quasi-
servile role, and at the will of the English Parliament. It was a society moving towards the 
empowerment of the middle and working class, as opposed to the monarchy and 
aristocracy. With many early operas being commissions for royal events, or the royal 
courts, could the association of opera with European royalty have been part of the reason 
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for this state? While these questions are speculative, and certainly open to argument, the 
fact remains that opera in England did not develop as quickly as its continental brethren. 
The quintessential English Baroque opera, Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas, is actually 
modeled more on the form of the aforementioned choirboy plays, complete with stylistic 
Lament before the final tragedy, which was employed in that format. Purcell’s music is at 
the apex of Baroque art, and his sublime ‘Dido’s Lament’ is beyond anything conceived 
for a choirboy play. The form of the semi-opera was popular at the time, melding spoken 
dialogue with sung dialogue, and often, two sets of character groups (spoken and sung). 
Purcell excelled at this form with works such as King Arthur and The Fairy Queen being 
standouts. Purcell died in 1695, at only thirty-five years of age; the English Baroque had 
lost its brightest homegrown star. The semi-opera continued as a popular form of music 
drama, with many of Purcell’s works being revived often. Things were soon to change 
though, with the development of what Price has termed the ‘Anglo-Italian opera’ period. 
Aside from courtly tastes, which certainly influenced musical styles performed in 
England, Hussey also goes on to speak to the difficulty of setting the English language 
for singing. 
The English language combines the possibilities of speed, which Italian has, 
with an extraordinary richness and variety both of vowels and consonants. 
The complexity of most of our vowel-sounds makes them unsuitable for 
sustaining, because the singer inevitably resolves the sound into its 
component parts, and we get a trisyllable instead of a triphthong.  These 
sounds can be dodged by the skillful singer; but then need a dodging, unlike 
Italian vowels. Our consonants, too, are vastly more important in proportion 
to the vowels than in the Italian language…It is the failure to recognize 
[these facts] that makes the vocal writing of Elgar and Delius so 
unsatisfactory and a similar failure contributed to the barrenness of the 
period which followed the death of Purcell and persisted within living 
memory. The influence of Handel undoubtedly accentuated the failure of 
English music; for composers went on trying to write Largo’s in English. 
(Hussey, 1926: 10) 
 
His views on Elgar and Delius notwithstanding, any singer who has sung opera or 
oratorio in English can relate to what Hussey states. The complexity of the vowels, and 
consonant placement, can wreak havoc on a singer’s technique, especially for non-
English speakers. The inability of the English baroque composers to foster, and further 
develop, the nuances of sung English, set the nationalistic opera tradition back by 
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generations. Hussey also states that the works of Arthur Sullivan may be the best 
example of the English language being set properly to operatic music. The tradition of 
Sullivan’s operettas had grown from the tradition of ballad opera, masques, and ‘lesser’ 
forms, in the background of the foreign operas styles. Due to the out-sourcing, opera was 
not taken on as an English art form. Nicholas Temperley states that during the Nineteenth 
Century, “…the English never ceased to regard opera as essentially a foreign product” 
(Temperley, 1989: 224). This ideology had begun in the post-Purcell period, and the lead-
up to Handel’s time in London. While there were English language performances of 
operas by Bononcini and other Italian composers of the time, the fact cannot be debated 
that Handel’s operas were only in Italian. While his wonderfully dramatic English 
oratorios grew the genre to new heights, his operatic patrons, English aristocracy, 
encouraged Italian operas from him, Porpora, and other imported, continental composers.  
While the English language had a difficult time making it onto the stage, the 
Italian language seemed to become the predominant language for opera in England. In 
fact, and Temperley goes on to say, “There was a strict monopoly of language, so that 
operas in German, French and Russian by such composers as Mozart, Weber, Rossini, 
Bizet, Wagner and Glinka had to be translated into Italian before they could be 
performed” (Temperley, 1989: 225). It is something that was paralleled in the Catholic 
Church with the use of Latin uniformly throughout Europe. While Latin was the language 
of the Church, Italian became the de facto language of opera in England.  
Economics in England were always at the forefront, and grand Romantic opera 
was still only accessible by the upper class and the elite. The average working-class 
person may not have had the means to attend opera on a regular basis. According to 
Temperley, many English operas were settings of German or French, or other foreign 
dramas and plays. It is a stark contrast to the German style, where nationalistic libretti 
were championed and preferred. It wasn’t until the Gilbert and Sullivan era that a truly 
English form was created, one that focused on uniquely English libretti with stories 
involving the British parliament, keystone cops, the royal navy, and such. The setting of 
the English language in these works is also distinctly English, with careful consideration 




Figure 2.3 - The Lord Chancellor’s patter aria from Sullivan’s Iolanthe 
 
Hussey laments that “unhappily the example of Sullivan has not been successfully 
followed up, and we seem to have lost what might have been a germinating force in our 
national opera (Hussey, 1926: 13).” Figure 2.3 gives an example of Sullivan’s text setting 
of the English language to music. It is set with the utmost care to declamation and clarity 
of the language. 
 
In France, from where the political changes in Europe had emanated, French 
Grand Opera grew from the traditions of Gluck, Salieri, and opera seria from the Italian 
and Austrian traditions. Subject matter shifted from the mythological and classical 
themes, to realism. As Sadie states: 
It was Paris, in the years after the revolution that was the crucible of 
operatic change in Europe. The classical historical or (more persistent in 
France than anywhere else) mythological dramas favoured for the 
Académie Royale under the ancien régime, by Gluck, Piccinni, Salieri and 
other visitors as well as Frenchmen, gave way to operas dealing in a more 
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immediate and realistic way with historical subjects. This was to lead to 
the tradition of Parisian grand opera, through such works as Spontini’s 
Fernand Cortez (1809) and Olimpie (1819), Auber’s La muette de Portici 
(1828) and Rossini’ Guillaume Tell (1829) – these last two, especially 
Guillaume Tell, are usually regarded as inaugural and prototypical – to the 
massive works of Meyerbeer and Halévy of the 1830’s and 40’s. (Sadie, 
1990: 127) 
 
Sadie also goes on to mention the influence of Donizetti’s French operas on the formation 
of French grand opera. It is an irony that the formation of something so distinctly French 
would be rooted in the traditions of Italian and Austrian operas. It is also interesting to 
point out that while the emphasis in German Romantic opera was to focus on German 
themes and subject matter. French opera of all kinds (grand opera, opéra comique, and 
the like) drew from a variety of subjects from many different cultures. Meyerbeer’s 
L’Africaine and Le prophète, Bizet’s Carmen and Les pêcheurs de perles, Delibes’ 
Lakme, Massenet’s Herodiade and Thaïs, Berlioz’ Les Troyens, are all French operas 
which focus on foreign themes and stories. There was also a French fascination with 
Shakespeare as an opera subject. Much like Verdi’s setting of various plays, French 
composers such as Gounod, Thomas, and Berlioz set Roméo et Juliette, Hamlet, and 
Béatice et Bénédict respectively. The French model of Romantic opera was the farthest 
form from the German model in the criteria of subject matter.  
Steven Huebner, however, has written at length on the concept of Wagnerian 
influence on French opera at the end of the Nineteenth Century. As Huebner also states, 
the Nationalist movement in France didn’t really begin in earnest until around 1870. This 
is late in comparison to the German and Italian movements. The European opera stage 
was set for a new player. Bohemia had been culturally repressed for too long and through 




Chapter Three: The Birth of Czech Opera and the National Theatre 
 
The Czech nationalist movement centered on language and culture. The Czech 
language is distinct in comparison to those around it; it is from the west Slavic language 
family, very different from the Germanic languages of Germany and Austria, and Uralic 
family, which Hungarian belongs to. While Bohemia is territorially close to these other 
regions, the Czechs in Bohemia worked hard to protect their language. In 1620, at the 
Battle of the White Mountain, which was one of the major conflicts at the beginning of 
the Thirty Years War, the Czechs lost in a crushing defeat to the Holy Roman Empire and 
the German Catholic League. Preceding this defeat, the Czechs were on the brink of 
independence and nationhood. Two hundred years earlier, the Czech Hussites had 
followed in the footsteps of Czech martyr Jan Hus (1369-1415), and became one of the 
first Protestant peoples in Europe (predating Martin Luther, who even cited Hus as an 
example). One of Hus’ and the Hussites major points with regards to religious reforms 
was the translation of the Bible, and the celebration of the Mass in the Czech language. 
After the loss at the 1620 Battle of the White Mountain, the German Catholics and the 
Austrian Catholics occupied Bohemia, and the Czech language was supressed in the 
major city centres. German was the language of business and politics, making the Czech 
language all but obsolete within the upper class. With Prague being the largest city in 
Bohemia, and the cultural, administrative, and religious center, it made sense that the re-
Catholicizing process would be strongest here. Also, an uprising or resistance to the 
Austro-German occupation would surely be organized there, so religious and political 
suppression was at its strongest. One of the key factors in the re-Catholicizing project 
was the inclusion of emissaries from the Vatican, who spread throughout Bohemia setting 
up Churches and Jesuit schools. These schools brought with them the musical tastes of 
Rome, and the Italian Baroque. For the sake of understanding the social, political, and 
cultural implications of the Battle of the White Mountain, it is best to explore the lead-up 
to 1620. For the sake of this writing, the term Czech and Bohemian will be 
interchangeable, as was mentioned in the first chapter. While foreign parties try to put 
some different spin on these terms as if they are distinct, to native Czechs, they mean the 
same thing. For people to use these terms differently quite often gives offence to those to 
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whom it pertains. Bohemia, or the Czech lands, will be referred to in these writings, as 
the formal Czechoslovakia or Czech Republic did not exist. 
 
Czech opera specialist John Tyrell makes a bold statement about opera in 
Bohemia, and its link to the social and political status of the Czech culture. “The rise of 
opera coincided with the political decline of the Czech nation (Tyrell, 1988: 13).” This is 
a powerful statement and absolutely true. A short history lesson shows that the coronation 
of Charles IV as Holy Roman Emperor, and his subsequent naming of Prague as the 
imperial capital, resulted in a huge explosion of education, literature, art, and music 
within the region. Indeed, Charles University in Prague, one of the oldest universities in 
Europe, was founded at this time. The importance of Prague brought many foreign 
influences in the arts, including music. The texts used in music of the time were mostly 
Latin, while some German and even some Czech were also used. The musical style was 
mostly polyphonic, in the style of organum. Charles IV spent his youth living in French 
courts, and would have been exposed to music of the Notre Dame School, and the Ars 
Nova. It is even suspected by scholars that young Charles had known Guillaume de 
Machaut, one of the giants in early polyphony. Charles University became a centre for 
the Ars Nova. “It was at the Prague university that a treatise on “modern” French 
(mensural) notation originated in 1369/70 to become probably the earliest theoretical 
work on this topic in central Europe…It thus seems that the aforementioned compositions 
were well known and commonly performed in at the university in Prague (Eben, 2016: 
11).”  The courtly music is linked to the tradition of the German minnesinger, and could 
be found in all languages, including Czech.  
In 1437, after the death of Emperor Sigismund, Charles IV’s successor, the 
imperial crown fell to the Habsburg family in Austria, and the imperial capital was 
moved from Prague to Vienna. While Prague had enjoyed a golden period of culture 
under Charles IV, the relocation if the imperial court worked adversely. Prague was still 
an important city in the Holy Roman Empire, but no longer the major centre of 
government and European culture. Jan Hus began his preaching of Church reforms 
through his post at Charles University, and spoke to packed rooms. Central to Hus’ 
reforms was the freedom to praise God through liturgy and Mass, in the Czech language. 
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This affected music, as hymns in the Czech language were now encouraged and 
promoted. Early examples of polyphonic music in the Czech language also existed.  
After the martyrdom of Hus at the papal Council of Constance, and at the urging of 
Sigismund, the inability to practice the Mass in the Czech language was considered an 
offence to the followers of Hus (Hussites), and the Bohemian people as a whole. As a 
result, they began to move further away from the papacy.  
During the next two hundred years, Bohemia had enjoyed somewhat of a period 
of political and religious autonomy. The Hussite armies had won great victories against 
the Austro-German Catholics. Several papal crusades had been launched against the 
Hussites, and all ended in defeat. The music of this time focused mostly on hymns and 
sacred music in the Czech language. The Hussite armies would even sing as they 
advanced across the battlefields. Some of the music from the Hussite period is preserved 
in the Codex Speciálník, a manuscript collection that originated from a monastery in the 
region of Prague. The manuscripts deal with polyphonic music from the Medieval and 
Renaissance periods, and include some of the earliest examples of Renaissance 
polyphonic music in the Czech language, which were used by the Hussite congregations. 
Figures 4, 5, 6 and 7 in the appendix show the manuscript, and modern setting, in English 
and Czech, of the famous Hussite war hymn, Ktož jsú boží bojovníci. 
Their defeat in 1620 at the Battle of the White Mountain (near the beginning of 
the Thirty Years’ War) brought an end to the Hussites, and religious and political 
freedom. The Czech nobility was rounded up and executed en masse in Prague’s old 
town square. Included in this was Kryštof Harant (1564-1621), one of the leading 
composers of Czech polyphony. Music, as well as every other aspect of Czech life, was 
now under foreign rule.  
As stated earlier, there was a huge influx of foreign culture, music, and theology 
into Bohemia during this time. The new nobility (mostly of Austro-German heritage) 
brought its musical and artistic tastes. Opera had been popular throughout the Holy 
Roman Empire since the time of Charles IV and Prague’s role as the capital city. With 
Prague’s ‘demotion’ to a provincial capital within the Holy Roman Empire, the important 
musical events moved to, and stayed in, Vienna and greater Austria. Special events, such 
as an imperial visit, would warrant an opera or grand concert, but these were few and far 
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between in the seventy-five to one hundred years following the defeat at the White 
Mountain. Small-scale operas would occur only when touring companies came through 
town. Ironically, one of the first operas on a Czech theme occurred during this period, 
Bernardi’s La Libussa (based on the founding mother of the Czechs, the priestess and 
mystic, Libuše), but, as the title indicates, it was an opera in Italian. John Tyrell provides 
an account of one of the major music events of this dark period in the Czech lands, the 
coronation of Charles VI in 1723. 
The coronation of Charles VI as King of Bohemia in 1723 was the 
occasion for one of the most elaborate opera performances in Europe in the 
eighteenth century – the production of Fux’s coronation opera Costanza e 
Fortezza before 4000 guests in an open-air amphitheater, built by the 
architect and stage designer Giuseppe Galli-Bibiena on a terrace beneath 
the Prague castle. Surviving prints…show the set…to be the most lavish 
scale and the performance under Caldara (Fux was suffering from gout) 
lasted five hours, until one in the morning. The event is, justly, mentioned 
in all accounts of opera in Bohemia, but it must be stressed that it was 
wholly exceptional (Tyrell, 1988: 13).  
 
Two other major factors shaped the music of this time, musical education and sung 
language. As part of the re-Catholicization of Bohemia, Jesuit schools were established 
throughout the land. They brought a focus on musical training to the basic education, and 
soon none other than historian Charles Burney commented that every Bohemian was born 
playing the violin. The musical training focused on music of the Catholic faith, which 
meant the sung language for music in the schools was Latin. It was during this period that 
Bohemia began to be referred to as the Conservatory of Europe. A great number of 
talented musicians came from this training, and spread throughout the continent. 
While the schools re-instituted sung Latin, the administrative centres, such as 
Prague, Brno, and Olumouc, began to have German instituted as the main language of 
commerce and law. With the Czech-speaking nobility executed, German-speaking 
nobility assumed power positions, and within the major population centres, the Czech 
language all but died. It was in the villages, however, that the language survived, as these 
small populaces weren’t often considered as a threat for organized revolt. Adam Michna 
z Otradovic (1600-1676) was a prolific composer of sacred music and songs. He is 
known as the ‘Czech Monteverdi’ and holds a place of great importance in the music of 
the early Czech Baroque. Michna was a product of a Jesuit school, albeit before the 
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White Mountain defeat. His life in a small town afforded him the freedom to use both 
Latin and Czech in his compositions. Michna provides an early example of setting the 
Czech language in the classical music forms of the Baroque Catholic Church. It is an 
interesting synthesis, and some of Michna’s melodies have lived on in Czech culture so 
much as to be trumpeted from the clock tower in Prague’s Old Town Square to mark the 
hour. 
Fallout from the defeat at the White Mountain continued through the next few 
centuries as German and Austrian courts acquired the bulk of Bohemia’s greatest 
resources: its musicians. With the defeat and slaughter of the Czech-speaking Bohemian 
aristocracy, court patronages across the land began to dry up. In his article on musical 
identity in the Czech lands, Bruno Nettl considers the ‘Conservatory of Europe’ concept 
from the point of view of a conquered and controlled Czech population. He discusses the 
concept of Kleinmeisters (little masters), a moniker used by German musicologists to 
denote great musicians from foreign countries. The concept that all other musical realms 
were lesser than the Germanic realm was something that the Czechs knew well. While 
the people of Bohemia were not subjugated to slavery or forced labour, they were 
deemed second-class citizens in their own land, and their great composers considered 
lesser. What occurred as a result was the Germanization of their musical identity. 
Speaking of the relationship between the Czechs and Germans, Nettl states: 
Throughout their history, they have been beset economically, politically, 
and culturally by the Germans. At times they have succumbed, as many of 
them took German as their first language and became culturally German. 
But mostly they fought back, striving to maintain their Czech ethnicity, 
and they did this in considerable measure by using music as a weapon, 
promulgating their music and also becoming excellent musicians in 
general, to the extent that the neighboring Germans came to stereotype 
them as quintessential musicians…They sometimes would joke: When a 
Czech boy is born, he is presented with a bag of money and a fiddle. If he 
reaches for the money, he will become a thief, if for the fiddle, a musician. 
(Nettl, 2002: 270-271) 
 
While that anecdote is amusing, there is also truth in it. Music was the only outlet for the 
Czech to exercise their individuality and distinctiveness in the face of the Germanic 
identity. Under Germanic hegemony, the Czech language was forced out of the major 
centres. With no patronages, the ‘Conservatory of Europe’ began to have to export their 
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master musicians and composers, and it can be argued that these Czech exports would 
shape music culture in Europe. To keep from being considered lesser musicians or 
Kleinmeisters, many took to Germanizing their names to hide their non-German, or 
foreign background. Some of the most important composers of the Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Centuries, are ‘hidden’ Czechs. When one looks at the Mannheim school, the 
roster of names looks entirely German, but the major players were Czechs. Jan Václav 
Stamic (Johann Stamitz, 1717-1757) was the father of the Mannheim School, while his 
sons Karel (Carl) and Anton were of Czech heritage. Another major figure in the school 
was František (Franz) Richter (1709-1789), also Czech. These composers had a profound 
effect on the musical development of both Mozart and Haydn. The Mozart family was 
also close with composer Josef Mysliveček (1737-1781), who, while not Germanizing his 
name, did leave to make his fortunes in Italy as Il Divino Boemo (the divine Bohemian). 
Until a freak facial disfigurement, Mysliveček was one of the leading composers in Italy, 
excelling in the genre of opera. His influence on the young Mozart would be profound. 
Jan Dismas Zelenka (1679-1745), while also keeping his name, left his music training in 
Prague and sought his fortunes in Dresden. He has recently come into his own as a master 
of Baroque music and is often known as ‘the Catholic Bach’. The master of Baroque 
virtuosity, and of the scordatura style, was Heinrich Ignaz Franz von Biber (1644-1704). 
After a stint in Olumouc, Biber went to Salzburg, where he worked for the rest of his life. 
The Mozart family would have been familiar with his style, and his music was performed 
and imitated throughout Europe. Other composers such as Benda, Vaňhal (Wanhal), 
Rejcha (Reicha), Kramář (Krommer), Rössler (Rosetti) Neruda, and Hummel, spread 
across Europe as composers and music educators, teaching the likes of Mozart, Haydn, 
Salieri, Berlioz, Liszt, and Beethoven. 
These eighteenth-century masters had an enormous influence on German 
music history–Biber on violin technique and musical representation, 
Stamitz in his role in the invention of the classical style, Benda on the 
melodrama, Mysliveček on Mozart the symphonist, and so on. Curiously, 
German musical historiography, when works are subdivided by nation, 
these Bohemian composers appear at best as a subtype of German 
composers. Today, in Czech music historiography, they are usually 
presented as Czechs. In the eighteenth century itself, little attention seems 
to have been paid to the question of ethnicity. (Nettl, 2002: 273) 
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Perhaps the most influential figure in early Classical opera, and another great 
influence on the music of Mozart and Haydn, was another ‘unknown’ Czech, Christoph 
Willibald Gluck (1714-1787). While often thought to be German born, it has since been 
realized that the area of Gluck’s birth was actually part of Bohemia until the year of his 
birth. After he was born, his parents moved to northern Bohemia, where young Gluck 
studied in aforementioned Jesuit schools. Aside from the excellent musical training he 
received, he also learned the Czech language. For Gluck, Czech was his first spoken 
language and, while his nationality has been in constant flux, the exposure to Czech 
culture, lifestyle, education, and music are not to be discounted.
1
 
What occurred within Bohemia was a type of 'brain drain' as we commonly see 
today in various areas of the world. The best and brightest of the land were employed 
outside of its borders, and in regards to opera and sung drama, Bohemia’s three giants, 
Mysliveček, Zelenka, and Gluck, were all composing dramas in foreign lands. While 
Mysliveček was known in Prague, he had to go elsewhere to find his fame and fortune. 
Instead of occurring in Prague, Gluck’s great operatic reformation occurred in Vienna. 
After starting off in Prague, Zelenka moved to Dresden to create his legacy. Even 
Zelenka, the most recognizable composer of the Czech Baroque, only composed one 
piece in the Czech language that we know of: a sacred aria for bass voice and 
instruments. 
This brain drain of homegrown opera composers, paired with the suppression of 
the Czech language, led to opera composers being imported from other countries, and a 
veritable vacuum of operatic music in the Czech language. Most of the operas in Czech 
that did exist were translations or adaptations of existing works. There were no 
designated opera houses; rather, small theatres and concerts halls where operas could be 
staged. In 1739, the Kotzen Opera and Comoedie-Haus was opened, and allowed for 
Italian travelling companies to produce shows there. 1781 brought one of the most 
important buildings in the history of opera in Bohemia, the Nostitz Theatre, now the 
Estates Theatre (Figure 8 in the appendix). It was built by Count Franz Anton von 
Nostitz-Rhineck, and located in the heart of Prague’s old town.  
                                                        
1
 Dr. Eric Schneeman is one of the leading scholars on Gluck. His essay Gluck’s  Nationality should be  
consulted for further reading on the matter. http://musicologynow.ams-net.org/2014/01/glucks-
nationality.html 
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The theatre opened in 1783, and housed two companies; a German singspiel 
company under Karel Wahr, and an Italian company under Pasquale Bondini. It was 
Bondini who brought Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro to Prague in the winter of 1786, and 
due to its success, commissioned Mozart’s Don Giovanni in 1787, a work to which the 
Estates theatre is unquestionably linked. A third Mozart opera, La Clemenza di Tito, was 
also commissioned for the Estates theatre, under Bondini’s successor Guardasoni, for the 
Prague coronation of Leopold II. The effect of Mozart on the Bohemian capital was 
tremendous, and sparked a long period of imitation amongst Czech composers.  
 
In Bohemia, the struggle between German and Italian opera took on a unique side. 
With no real opera in their own language, the Czechs were forced to constantly decide 
between operas in foreign languages, and in the case of German opera, in the language of 
their conquerors. The saying goes ‘history is written by the victors’ and in this case, the 
German-speaking aristocracy ensured that German singspiels dominated the Estates 
Theatre seasons, until the early 1800’s, when leasing arrangements were made for Italian 
operas to play there as well. By 1807, the Italian company in Prague had disbanded, and 
the German company took over wholly. The repertory of the Estates Theatre was greatly 
increased with the arrival of Carl Maria von Weber as music director. Many new works 
by European composers, including Beethoven’s Fidelio, were produced on the stage. As 
expected, all works were in German. As John Tyrell states “Abandoning Italian and using 
a single language, German, considerably simplified the running of the theatre. But it also 
brought to the surface another, deeper-seated linguistic contest, that between German and 
Czech (Tyrell, 1988: 17).” 
In the mid 1700’s, the appearance of plays in Czech translations occurred, but 
even though there was support from Joseph II, the idea eventually fizzled out due to 
pressure by the German aristocracy in Prague. In 1804, the Estates Theatre bought the 
rights to one Czech theatre company, known as ‘The Patriotic Theatre’, and absorbed it 
into its conglomerate. This gave the Estates Theatre a monopoly on stage performances 
within the city, and also the determining power for the language in which shows were 
performed. While the Czech operas continued within the Estates Theatre system, the 
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performances in Czech were relegated to weekly showings, leaving the number of yearly 
performances to be much less than the regular repertoire of the Estates Theatre.  
Czech performances at this time were affected by a peculiar restraint that 
dated back to the absorption of the old Patriotic Theatre company by 
Guardasoni in 1804: they could take place only in the afternoons on 
Sundays of Holidays from 4p.m. (later 3:30) until 6p.m. This was because 
of restrictions laid down by the Estates, which had acquired the Nostitz 
Theatre expressly to cultivate good German drama, not to encourage rival 
Czech-language performances, which anyways attracted a lower-class 
audience and thus lowered the tone of the establishment. The only way 
round this was for Czech-language performances to be presented as 
charitable ventures (the singers giving their services free), and for them to 
take place in afternoons when the theatre was not in use…the matinee 
performances had to be squeezed into two hours, usually by extensive cuts 
and fast tempos. Sometimes the curtain had to be brought down before the 
performance had ended. Even with these restraints the Czech opera 
company achieved a reasonable standard comparable with that of the 
German company. (Tyrell, 1988: 21) 
 
While the battle of the White Mountain had cost the Czechs their independence, 
they lived with little economic restrictions, or forced military occupations. A way that 
they were suppressed was through their culture. The suppression of the Czech language 
was brought up earlier, but what is evident from Tyrell’s research is that there were 
inherent forces dedicated to promoting Germanic culture and suppressing Czech culture, 
appeasing the population just enough without allowing Czech opera a chance to flourish, 
and perhaps becoming a rally point such as Verdi in the Italian Risorgimento. 
The influence of Mozart’s opera legacy on Czech opera was significant. 
Translations of Don Giovanni, Le Nozze di Figaro, and La Clemenza di Tito were regular 
repertoire for opera sung in Czech. The production of Die Zauberflöte in 1794 was long 
considered the first opera sung in Czech, although there are records of earlier German 
singspiels translated into Czech for performance. Other works such as Weber’s Der 
Freischütz, Rossini’s Il barbiere di Siviglia, and repertoire from the German theatre were 
the only works allowed performed in Czech translations.  
While there are accounts of operas in Czech from personal stories and recounts, as 
Tyrell writes, there are either no printed records of them, or they have yet to be 
rediscovered. Composers of the German tradition in Prague focused on composing opera 
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of the Mozartian style, and composers of this ilk. It is safe to assume that these early 
Czech examples would be similar in style and structure.  
As these early forms of Czech-composed operas remain hidden, the honour often 
rests with František Škroup (1801-1862), whose opera Dratenik (The Tinker) is widely 
considered the first substantial opera composed in Czech. While the work’s place in the 
lineage of Czech opera is important, it is also said to have been well received by the 
public. Škroup is now known mainly as the composer of the song, Kde domov můj, which 
is used as the Czech national anthem. He later moved to Rotterdam to take on a new post, 
and died there. Current research numbers his Czech operas at five, with Dratenik being 
the most known.  
 
Prague in the Nineteenth Century was a mosaic of opera, with German, Italian, 
and French styles, not to mention works in the Czech language. Performing musicians, 
composers, and the audience base were exposed to many styles of opera, from singspiel, 
opera seria, opera buffa, opéra comique, grand opera, zauberoper, and much more.  
The lasting competition from foreign works, obviously played an essential 
role in the appreciation of home opera production. Generations of Prague’s 
public were educated by Italian, German and French opera. Škroup himself, 
during his long-lasting career as the Estates Theatre Kapellmeister (1837-
1857), introduced Prague to many works by Gluck, Verdi, Marschner, 
Meyerbeer and Wagner; the second half of the century saw an increasing 
interest in Polish and Russian opera. Almost every important 19
th
 century 
music drama (if not whole, then single acts and numbers) was performed on 
the town’s German stage. Most of the foreign works were Italian and 
French. From Italy the most popular were: Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti and 
Verdi; whilst from France: Auber, Cherubini, Halévy, Méhul, Hérold, 
Meyebeer, Gounod, Bizet and Thomas (also Offenbach from 1859); from 
Germany: Gluck, Mozart, Beethoven, Spohr, Weber, Lortzing, Flowtow, 
Nicolai and Wagner (thanks to whom many of the works which had 
previously filled Prague opera houses, sank into oblivion)…An essential 
role in the development of Prague’s opera dramaturgy was played not only 
by public taste and the desire of the theatre directors to ‘fill the house’, but 
sometimes also by the current political climate. (Freemanova, 1998: 38) 
 
Not only were the Praguers exposed to the pan-European styles of opera, but also 
exposed to the political and social conflicts surrounding the plots of the works. The 
Prague uprising in 1848 (in which a young Bedřich Smetana took part), and the victory of 
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Czech candidates over Germans in the Prague communal elections, had primed the Czech 
people for some great statement of nationalism. Stanley Kimball’s research into the 
opening of the Czech National Theatre gives us a window into the development of the 
theatre.  
Since the time of Maria Theresa and Joseph II, the Czechs and other Slavs 
in Austria had been subjected to vigorous Germanization and 
centralization…By 1848, however, Czech nationalism had made substantial 
progress, not so much that conservative Czech leaders (such as Frantisek 
Palacky and his son-in-law Frantisek Ladislav Rieger) considered making a 
bid for complete independence, but enough for them to hope for autonomy 
within a federal state. Only a few radicals demanded complete 
independence. (Kimball, 1961: 77) 
 
In 1862, the Provisional Theatre was erected along the Vltava riverbank with the 
mandate to produce Czech drama. With opera being the premiere art form, there was no 
better medium through which the Czechs could assert their strong musical background, 
their culture, and their language. Also, with opera being an art form enjoyed by all 
classes, it was the best way to reach the people. Antonín Dvořák (1841-1904) stated in an 
interview for Vienna’s Die Reichswehr newspaper in 1904.  
…In the last five years I have written nothing but operas. I wanted to devote 
all my powers, as long as God gives me the health, to the creation of opera. 
Not, however, out of any vain desire for glory but because I consider opera 
the most suitable form for the nation. This music is listened to by the broad 
masses, whereas when I compose a symphony I might have to wait years for 
it to be performed…They look upon me as a composer of symphonies and 
yet I proved to them long years ago that my main bias is towards dramatic 
creation. (Šourek, 1954: 223) 
 
Dvořák makes reference to his publisher, the German firm Simrock, always 
asking him for chamber and instrumental music, but not understanding that his focus was 
on dramatic works that would reflect his national pride. While Dvořák’s quote comes at 
the end of his life, and the early life of the Czech National Theatre and early nationalistic 
opera, the sentiment was something with which all Czechs concurred. 
 
As with the patriotic models of Verdi, Donzetti, and the aforementioned Italian 
nationalistic operas school, Škroup, Smetana, Dvořák, Blodek, and other fledgling Czech 
composers looked to choruses and nationalistic scenes to inspire patriotism. Folk dance 
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forms and styles were incorporated to make the link between ‘Czechness’ and opera. This 
is evident especially in the operas of Smetana and Dvořák. Poignant scenes such as the 
duet ‘My Cizinou jsme Bloudili’ from Dvořák’s opera Jakobín, are a perfect example of 
such treatment, and reminiscent of Verdi’s ‘Va Pensiero’ discussed before. The two main 
characters sing of their longing to return to their Czech homeland after being in exile. 
They wandered through foreign lands, singing Czech songs as their only link to their 
heritage, and their home. The longing can be heard in both the text, and the meandering 
of the musical lines, which progress almost aimlessly until the mention of Czech songs 
(Figure 3.1). 
         
Figure 3.1– Opening pages of the duet “My Ciznou jsme Bloudili” from Dvořák’s Jakobin 
 
 Smetana’s first opera, Braniboři v Čechách (The Brandenburgers in Bohemia) 
focuses on the Thirteenth Century occupation of Prague by the German Brandenburgers. 
The opera’s central conflict is between the Czechs, who wish to liberate Prague, and the 
German occupying force looking to maintain control. It ends with the Germans being 
driven out of Prague. The idea of wanting to purify one’s homeland through the purge of 
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foreign overseers, or occupying army, is sentiment reminiscent to some of the Italian 
Risorgimento operas of Verdi and Donizetti.  
Czech opera also focused on Czech mythology and folklore, which followed 
closely in the tradition of the German operas of Weber, Wagner, and others. Aspects of 
Czech creation mythology, such as the story of Smetana’s Libuše, folk mythology in 
Dvořák’s Rusalka and Smetana’s Čertova stěna (The Devil’s Wall), and folklore and 
traditional Czech culture, such as Dvořák’s Jakobín and Smetana’s Prodaná nevěsta (The 
Bartered Bride) are visible. In the case of the latter two operas, they are prime examples 
of ‘village operas’ as they represent a microcosm of Czech culture. They are snapshots of 
Czech village life, complete with examples of specific vocations (Benda in Jakobín, 
Kecal in Prodaná nevěsta), class interactions, and traditional song and dances styles. 
While these operas relied heavily on Czech cultural content, they also pushed the content, 
and reinforced the ideal of a distinct Czech culture. Instead of a military revolution, 
which had been tried, the Czechs decided to play the Europeans at their own game; 
declaring their cultural distinctiveness through opera.  
The opening of the Czech National Theatre building in 1883 was a major cultural 
event for the Czechs. The planned 1881 opening was derailed by a massive fire, which 
almost destroyed the theatre entirely. It had been a long process of planning and 
fundraising (even at the grassroots level), and culminated in a building, which would be 
the protector and progenitor of the sung Czech language. It also shone as a beacon for all 
Slavs, such as Poles, Slovaks, Croats, and the like, who also gave money to help with the 
building process. “Even though the Poles were considered the “favored children of the 
Empire” and Habsburgtreue, they supported the national aspirations of the Czechs who, 
while not autonomous or as “favored” as the Poles, were more advanced in the 
development of a National Theatre” (Kimball, 1961: 80). While some German and 
Austrian press felt that the theatre was an affront to them, it was generally received 
positively through the European papers.
2
 “The Czechs built their own theatre. Theirs did 
                                                        
2
 Stanley Kimball’s 1961 article on the development of the Czech National Theatre includes some excellent 
press quote from Neue Freie Presse, Die Presse, Frankfurter Zeitung, Narodni Listy, Gazeta Narodowa, 
Czas, and other Central European newspapers. Consult his article for more information on the press 
response. 
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not emerge from the jewel-box playhouses of the rich and the noble; it was a gift “from 
the nation itself, Národ sobě”3(Kimball, 1961: 85).  
Opening day celebrations invoked a strong sense of national culture and tradition. 
The politician Rieger addressed the crowd with a speech, which included the following: 
It was built with a great sacrifice which will be remembered not only by 
Czechs but by all the world. Such a sacrifice there has never been before. 
Therefore, let us act as priests and priestesses while within these hallowed 
walls which testify to the sacrifices of poor widows, workers, and patriots 
who may never even see the monument their contributions helped erect. 
(Kimball, 1961: 83) 
 
Rieger’s words invoke the same images, which Dvořák and Smetana were to 
incorporate within their operas. Calling all to be priests and priestesses is reminiscent of 
the title character in Smetana’s opera Libuše, the prophetic priestess who foresaw the 
founding of Prague, and the creation of a Czech nation. The imagery of the theatre being 
a quasi place of worship plays to the Czech’s devotion to Christianity and God. Prague is 
the ‘the city of a hundred spires’. Churches and faith were sacred to them, and creating 
spirituality around the national theatre building was something that the Czechs would be 
familiar with. The musical opening of the theatre was another fine declaration of cultural 
distinctiveness and nationalism. Dvořák presented his Hussite Overture, which quotes the 
Hussite hymn throughout the work, harkening back to the Hussite wars and the crushing 
defeat of the White Mountain. The first opera in the theatre was none other than 
Smetana’s Libuše, a microcosm of the historical journey of the Czech people within a 
single day’s events.  
From the opening of the National Theatre building, the Czech Cultural Revolution 
powered forward, culminating in the Prague 1895 Czechoslavic Ethnographic Exhibition, 
an overt display of Czech cultural identity. The exhibition was a declaration of cultural 
distinction as Czechs from all across the country brought their local traditions, food, 
costumes, music, beers, and anything else they deemed important. Regions showcased 
their wares to all in attendance in a celebration of Czechness. If there was a systematic 
way to catalogue everything that is Czech, or defines being Czech, this was it. Janáček 
himself led the Moravian delegation into Prague, and his pavilion was quite popular for 
                                                        
3
 Národ sobě translates as ‘the nation for itself’.  
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the home-brewed Slivovic, a potent traditional plum brandy. When Boyd Schafer’s 
criteria of Nationalism are reviewed, it can be seen that these criteria are clearly met 
within the formation of the Czech national theatre system, and the exhibition. They had a 
defined territory, united language, a belief in a common history and mythos, and perhaps 
the most important, the hope that the nation would have a great a glorious future. The 
successors of Smetana and Dvořák’s operatic nationalism stayed true to the form, with 
composers like Suk, Janáček, and Fibich focusing on setting Czech fairy tales, folklore, 
and the rhythms and styles of Czech folk music.  
 
The history of the Czech national opera school is an important period in the road 
to nationhood for the Czech people, but it didn’t happen in isolation. The European 
traditions of music flowed through Prague like the Vltava. Composers such as Dvořák 
and Smetana knew the nuances of Czech folk music, but also had intimate exposure to 
the music of Mozart, Wagner, Brahms, Liszt, and the conventions of Classical and 
Romantic opera. These Czech opera pioneers not only paved the way for other 
composers, but also for national identity. Having national opera, on the same level as the 
great European powers, was a sign of unity and cultural pride. There is an interesting 
quote from Dr. Charles Burney about the musical prowess of the Bohemians, calling 
them “The most musical people of Germany, or, perhaps, all of Europe…and that if they 
had enjoyed the same advantages as the Italians, they would excel them (Burney, 1775: 
131).” Through the creation of Czech nationalistic opera, the Czechs were finally on a 
level playing field, and allowed to measure their musicality, and culture, on an 
international stage. While Czech opera incorporated style, structure, and inspiration from 
foreign sources, it also found a way to be distinct in its use of folk culture and traditions, 
and become something uniquely Czech, which would galvanize a people to once more be 




Chapter Four: Dvořák’s Life and Travels 
 
Josef Suk, composer, violinist, long-time pupil of Antonín Dvořák, as well as his 
son-in-law, spoke at Dvořák’s funeral at Vyšehrad cemetery in Prague…the legend of 
Dvořák’s birth.  
Near the spot where the Vltava joins the Elbe, below a proud castle, a boy 
was born in a poor cottage. It is late in the evening, the father is still at work 
outside, the mother by the cradle is humming softly till the infant falls 
asleep and her own tired, anxious eyes close in weariness. The cottage is 
silent except for the monotonous ticking of the old clock. Suddenly in the 
gloaming there appear three strange female figures around the cradle. The 
three Old Women. The first bends over the babe, kisses him on the forehead 
and says: “Much suffering and hardship will be your lot, but you will be 
strong and great. You shall forget all your poverty and though poor you 
shall give others happiness and wealth. Your thought and your work will 
bring a smile to people’s faces and tears of gladness to their eyes.” The 
second figure then approaches, kisses the babe on the mouth and says: 
“Your lips shall not speak a sweet, smooth language. Yet in one word of 
yours there will be more wisdom than in whole books by men wise in their 
own conceit. You will be silent in days of greatest trial and of greatest joy.” 
And the third figure, beautiful beyond imagination, kisses the babe on the 
heart and says: “You shall be raised to a place among the greatest of your 
country’s sons by the power of your understanding and the strength of your 
feeling. Your work, which bears the mark of immortality, cannot be grasped 
by passing vanity. Son of this soil, know that the outside world will pay you 
homage and in you will pay homage to your country, but it is in your own 
country that you will experience many a disappointment. But your spirit will 
not be warped by wrath or bitterness – for you shall remain a child with the 
same pure spirit as you have today.” The babe began crying and the mother 
kissed the frightened child and comforted it.-This is the legend of 
Nelahozeves… (Šourek, 1954: 19-20) 
 
While the sentimental opening of Suk’s tale presents the picture of one blessed with 
talent, the gift from the final figure presents a microcosm of Dvořák’s place in Czech 
music during his lifetime. The outside world did pay him homage through his travels 
abroad, and through his music, paid homage to a heritage of Czech music, but at home 
was were Dvořák faced some of his most ardent detraction and opposition. This fact 
could not have been stated more succinctly by Suk, and knowing of the important people 
who would have attended this funeral, perhaps Suk realized that he could no longer keep 
silent on the bias and discrimination that Dvořák had faced in Bohemia, and the greater 
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Austrian Empire. Dvořák had brought international regard to Bohemia and Czech culture 
through his music, but had been denied his rightful place in the Czech music echelon by 
Czech music critics and historians. Even after his death, detractors across the Austrian 
empire argued over Dvořák’s legacy; was his music too Czech, was it not Czech enough, 
was it in the style of Brahms, was it in the style of Wagner, was it too modern, was it too 
archaic. These debates continue to this day, and while Dvořák is regarded as one of the 
giants of Nineteenth Century orchestral and chamber repertoire, his operatic repertoire is 
virtually unknown outside his homeland, and indeed, in many ways, within his homeland. 
To understand Dvořák’s role in the development of Czech opera, and the Czech National 
Theatre program, it is important to look at Dvořák’s compositional oeuvre, how it 
developed, and how it matured into his own distinct style. Also, to understand Dvořák as 
an opera composer, his experience with the genre, as a composer, musician, and audience 
member, must be explored. Dvořák’s choice of language was very important to him, and 
defined his deep patriotism without him having to speak outwardly or write great theses 
(in the vein of Wagner) to declare his national pride. How did Dvořák use opera and 
language as an expression of his own personal nationalism?  
 
The town of Nelahozeves is centered on the Vltava river about a forty-five minute 
commuter train ride from the Czech capital of Prague. The town has not changed much, 
or indeed grown much, since Dvořák’s time. The establishment of the railway through 
Nelahozeves (which Dvořák witnessed as a child) was a boon to travel for the people of 
the town, but didn’t affect any sort of major population growth. The house where Dvořák 
was born stands across the street from the church he was baptized in, which itself stands 
directly beside the railway tracks. As a side note, Dvořák’s proximity to the railway 
would have had a huge effect on his becoming fascinated with trains, one of the original 
train spotters. Down the street, and looming over Dvořák’s family home, was 
Nelahozeves Zamek (Nelahozeves castle), a throwback to days of the feudal system. It is 
still owned by the Lobkowicz family, major patrons to Beethoven, Haydn, and Mozart. 
Life in Nelahozeves was uneventful in many ways. At the time of Dvořák’s birth in 1841, 
the population was 438 people, and 46 buildings. Today, the population is only 1,900 
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people. A description of the intimacy of Dvořák’s world is best told by Dvořák himself in 
reminiscences: 
 …Look there at the little village with the long name of Nelahozeves. And 
there just below the castle of the Prince Lobkowitz, that low building…do 
you see it?-that’s where my father had his inn and at the same time carried 
on his trade of butcher. It was in that little house that I was born and here 
in this lovely countryside that I spent my poor childhood…That little 
church there…that’s where I played my first violin solo. And what a fuss I 
was in that time and how afraid I was when I tuned my fiddle and how my 
bow shook at the first notes. But it turned out all right. When I had 
finished, there was a hum and buzz throughout the whole choir, everybody 
pressed round me-my friends smiled happily at me and clapped me good-
naturedly on the shoulder, and our neighbor, the leader of the violins, gave 
me a whole groschen. That was the happier side of my youth, the brighter 
moments, but even the darker side was not uninteresting though it cost me 
many a tear…But all the calamities and trials of my young life were 
sweetened by music, my guardian angel… (Šourek, 1954: 20) 
 
From this account, we catch a small glimpse into Dvořák’s youth. With his house across 
the street from the Church, and his school not far down the street, the world of his youth 
was rather small. We also hear about his early struggle with what would now be 
diagnosed as a life-long anxiety disorder. The story of his first violin solo, and 
association with the Kostel Svatý Ondřeje (Church of St. Andrew) provides insight into 
the importance of the connection between music and religion for Dvořák, something that 
would define his entire life as a composer.  
Upon his birth, Dvorak received a butcher knife from his father, in hopes he 
would carry on the family tradition, but he was also given a violin. This ties in with the 
anecdote about when a Czech boy is born; they are presented with a bag of money or a 
fiddle. If the boy chooses the money, he will be a thief, if the fiddle, a musician. While no 
money was presented, Dvořák definitely chose the fiddle. The Nelahozeves music 
teacher, Josef Spitz, was in charge of almost all music in the town, as was the role of that 
position in Czech society. From Dvořák’s own account we know he participated in choirs 
and violin, and was a product of the superior school music training inherent throughout 
Bohemia, which had earned the region the title of ‘The Conservatory of Europe’. 
Through Spitz, who was said to play every instrument, Dvořák would gain a fundamental 
understanding of music and the violin. Dvořák not only made music at Sv. Ondřeje, but 
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also with the town’s local musicians. As Kurt Honolka states, “He grew up surrounded by 
local folk music and the songs he heard in those days had not been refined but were 
passed as living entities from mouth to mouth. People sang in church choirs and played 
for dancing in the inns, where Antonín the schoolboy joined in on the fiddle…(Honolka, 
2000: 13).” Jan Smaczny tells us that young Dvořák’s musical education was “dominated 
by provincial church music in which performances of Masses by Cherubini, Haydn, and 
Mozart were the exception rather than the rule” (Smaczny, 2013: 95). Church music and 
folk music comprised the extent of young Dvořák’s musical life, and these would prove 
to be life-long influences on his compositional style.  
Spitz’ excellent fundamental training gave Dvořák the luxury of studying under 
Antonín Liehmann in the nearby town of Zlonice. The reasons for moving there were 
twofold; musical training with Antonín Liehmann, and, as his father hoped, obtaining his 
journeyman accreditation as a butcher. Once Liehmann recognized the ability Dvořák 
had, he worked to convince the family that music was the right path for their son. Aside 
from musical education, Liehmann arranged German lessons for Dvořák in the town of 
Česka Kamenice. During this period, Liehmann taught Dvořák music theory, violin, 
piano, and organ. Liehmann was a great admirer of Mozart and Haydn, and 
understanding of and adherence to their styles was something Liehmann passed to his 
students.  Josef Michl, a student of Dvořák, recounts what Dvořák told him about his time 
with Liehmann: 
Liehmann was a good musician, but he was quick-tempered and still 
taught according to the old methods: if a pupil could not play a passage, he 
got as many cuffs as there were notes on the sheet…He was well versed in 
harmony-though of course his notions of harmony were different from 
those of the present day—and he had a good grasp of thorough bass: he 
could also read and played figured bass fluently and taught us to do the 
same. But it often happened that where there were more figures, and 
among them several with strokes, before you could work it out you had 
received three boxes on the ear… (Šourek, 1954: 23) 
 
Liehmann’s fascination with the classical styles of Mozart and Haydn are in line with the 
general musical outlook of Nineteenth Century Bohemia. Mozart’s successes (Le Nozze 
di Figaro, Don Giovanni, Symphony #38) had left an indelible mark on Prague, and 
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imitation of his style had spread throughout Bohemia. The music of Ryba, Vranický, 
Vořišek, Tomášek, and others, were a veritable homage to Mozart’s late Classicism.  
Liehmann is an interesting figure more in his position than anything else. He was 
referred to as a Muzikant. This was someone who could travel from town to town 
teaching both classical and traditional music, and would take responsibility of the musical 
life of a specific region. The term is similar in duties to Kapellmeister, but with far less 
importance, as it was not court appointed. While Liehmann was less mobile than the 
Muzikants of old (Dvořák had to go to him), the term still endured, even sometimes 
having a negative connotation place upon it by Austro-German rule. As the Kingdom of 
Bohemia was incorporated within the hegemony of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Czech 
musicians were often discriminated against, or considered lesser artists, as was shown in 
the previous chapter.  
While Liehmann expanded Dvořák’s musical knowledge, it wasn’t until Dvořák 
was accepted to the Prague Organ School that his musical horizons began to expand 
beyond his early exposure. In an interview with The Sunday Times, Dvořák states: 
Now it was that I first heard of Mozart, Beethoven and Mendelssohn as 
instrumental composers; previously, indeed, I had hardly known that the 
two last-named existed… .The first real orchestral performance I ever 
heard – I shall never forget it – was a rehearsal at the Conservatoire, when 
I contrived somehow to slip in. The work performed was Beethoven’s 
‘Choral’ symphony, and the conductor was Spohr. (Beveridge, 1996: 284) 
 
Smaczny confirms the immense influence of these three composers on Dvořák’s early 
compositions. “Referring to his first string quartet (A major, B 8, 1862), he stated it was 
‘in the style of Mendelssohn and Beethoven, and also Mozart” (Smaczny, 2013: 95). 
With these composers was the model for his early compositions, it is only fitting that 
Dvořák’s development would follow along the evolutionary path to Schubert, Schumann, 
and Brahms. Dvořák was completing his studies at the Prague Organ School. While the 
musical training was first-rate, there were social aspects of the school, which were less 
than great. The question of language arose for Dvořák.   
At the organ-school everything smelled of mould. Even the organ. 
Anybody who wanted to learn anything had to know German. Anyone 
who knew German well could be dux of the class, but if he did not know 
German he could not be dux. My knowledge of German was poor, and 
even if I knew something I could not get it out. My fellow-pupils looked a 
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little ‘down their noses’ at me and laughed at me behind their backs. And 
later on they still laughed at me. When they discovered I was composing, 
they said among themselves: ‘Just imagine that Dvořák! Do you know he 
composes too?’ And all those who laughed at me got on better than I 
did…(Šourek, 1954: 24) 
 
The centuries-old battle of the Czech language versus the German language had finally 
reached Dvořák, and was something that would affect his view of Germany, and 
strengthen his love for his native tongue. Upon graduation, Dvořák was unable to secure 
an organ position at any of the vacant church posts in Prague, and so instead gave music 
lessons and joined as a violist in the Komzak Ensemble, which was a dance hall orchestra 
that played at various party venues across the city. In 1862, the formation of the Czech 
Provisional Theatre (precursor to the Czech National Theatre) brought the absorption of 
the Komzak Ensemble into the Provisional Theatre Orchestra. From 1862-1866, Dvořák 
played under the baton of Jan Nepomuk Maýr, and then Bedřich Smetana from 1866-
1872. This began a long association and mutual respect between the elder Smetana and 
younger Dvořák. This also afforded Dvořák a ring-side seat at the formation of the Czech 
National Opera school of composers. Being part of a repertory theatre orchestra, Dvořák 
played music by a variety of composers and styles, but then, there came a visit to Prague 
by Richard Wagner! 
While not the Imperial capital it once was, Prague was still a provincial capital 
with wealth and importance. Many historians consider it the second most important city, 
behind Vienna of course, within the Austro-Hungarian Empire during the Nineteenth 
Century. This afforded Prague a position in the concert tour circuit of foreign composers 
and virtuosos, such as Chopin, Liszt, and Wagner. It was in 1863 that Wagner visited 
Prague to present a fundraising concert for a trip to St. Petersburg. The concert, which 
Wagner himself conducted, included the orchestra of the Provisional Theatre, the German 
Theatre (Estates Theatre), and players from the Prague Conservatory. The repertoire 
included Liszt’s A Faust Overture, and orchestral excerpts from Die Meistersinger von 
Nürnberg, Tristan und Isolde, and Tannhäuser. Dvořák would have been playing in the 
viola section on the concert, and was star-struck to say the least. “I was perfectly crazy 
about him, and recollect following him as he walked the streets to get a chance now and 
again of seeing the great little man’s face” (Beveridge, 1996: 287). Smaczny comments 
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of the Wagnerian influence on Dvořák’s preceding works, the A major Cello Concerto 
B.10, a prime example with its Tannhäuser-esque opening ritornello.
4
  
Through this focus on nationalism within the Prague music scene, while still 
being an epicenter for European music of all kinds, Dvorak’s compositional style was 
forged both in musicality and subject matter. Dvořák’s musicianship was certainly the 
sum of its parts in that he incorporated the music of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, 
Brahms, Verdi, Smetana and Wagner into his compositional style. Not only was he a 
great innovator of melody, but an assimilator of styles. He did not copy from his 
predecessors, but studied their music to the point where he could master their styles 
perfectly. Aside from making him a unique composer, this also made him an excellent 
music teacher, especially teaching composition at the Prague Conservatory later in life. In 
the genre of opera, Dvořák had exposure to everything. Prague was a major music hub, 
and opera was the highest form of entertainment. His time spent playing in Smetana’s 
orchestra gave him exposure to operas of many different cultures and musical eras. All of 
the pieces were in place, and it was as if he had been destined to compose opera, but the 
fame in this genre never came.  
 
Dvořák did achieve international success through his symphonic works, chamber 
repertoire, and even his Latin choral works. Further than the success, he garnered the 
sincerest respect and admiration from his peers, such as Johannes Brahms, Charles 
Villiers Stanford, Gustav Mahler, Hans Ritcher, Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Bedřich 
Smetana, Leoš Janáček, and others. While he still faced an uphill battle having his works 
performed in Austria and Germany, he was wholeheartedly embraced in England, where 
he enjoyed some of his greatest successes of his career.  
The Stabat Mater, which had been born out of the impetus of great loss for the 
Dvořák family (the loss of all three children within the span of a year), brought about a 
turning point in Dvořák’s fame as a composer. Performances in London in 1883, and 
Birmingham in 1884, were triumphs, and Dvořák was lauded by the musically 
enlightened English choral scene. John Clapham mentions the ‘Handelian’ nature of 
                                                        
4
 See Smaczny’s essay, page 97, for more explanation of Wagnerian integration within Dvořák’s 
instrumental works.  
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certain movements, and that stylistic familiarity is something that could have made the 
work easily accessible to the everyday English audience (Clapham, 1996: 250).  Svatební 
Košile (The Spectre’s Bride) was a commissioned work for the Birmingham Festival. It 
was premiered in Plzeň, but performed in an English translation at the Birmingham 
Festival with Dvořák himself conducting. Another oratorio commission, this time from 
the Leeds Musical Festival led to the creation of Svatá Ludmila (Saint Ludmilla). The 
original suggested length of an hour and a half hours was abandoned and Dvořák desired 
“to compose either a cantata or oratorio that would occupy a whole morning or 
evening…” (Clapham, 1966: 250)5. This work’s connection to Handel’s style is also 
mentioned by Clapham, and again, acts a familiar structure for the audience. Another 
insight Clapham offers is the idea that Dvořák wrote the piece not solely for religious 
reasons, but also for cultural ones. St. Ludmila is a revered character in Czech history, as 
seen in the first chapter. This choice of subject matter linked the cultural and religious 
history of the Czechs; two major points of national pride. Dvořák conducted the premiere 
of this piece in October of 1885, in Leeds. Clapham also states: 
Since this was the composer’s first, as well as his last, oratorio, and he was 
aware of the English delight in Handel, it was a natural step to emulate the 
greatest master of this form. In point of fact St. Ludmila also has much in 
common with the Czech master’s opera Dimitrij (1881- 82). An important 
link between these two operas, a link that also connects St. Ludmila with 
several of his operas, is Dvořák’s use of representative themes…(Clapham, 
1966: 251) 
 
For the 1888 Birmingham Festival, Dvořák was commissioned for another oratorio. One 
of the clergy at the Birmingham Oratory presented Dvořák with the text for The Dream of 
Gerontius, but that proposal fell through and it would be Elgar who would later take on 
the text. Dvořák instead felt drawn to set the Requiem text, and incorporated a four-note 
motif, similar to an idée fixe, which permeates the entire piece. The Birmingham 
performance of the Requiem, which Dvořák again conducted, was in October of 1891.  
Other English performances, including the Royal Albert Hall, followed. 
 
                                                        
5 Svatá Ludmila is definitely one of the longer works in the oratorio repertoire, with a running time of 
almost three hours. This could be one of the reasons it is not performed often.  
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Dvořák’s successes in England not only afforded him the honour of having his 
likeness printed on cigarette cards, but also allowed him to meet many important people. 
One such person, Jeanette Thurber, was a great admirer of Dvořák, and would ultimately 
be a major influence on the course of his life and career. Dvořák met Thurber through 
English connections, and in 1891, received a telegram from her offering him the position 
of director of the National Conservatory of Music in New York. While reluctant to go in 
the beginning, Anna Dvořák called a family meeting and persuaded her husband to take 
the post, which offered a salary twenty-five times the annual salary Dvořák made at the 
Prague Conservatory. Dvořák was on the move to America. 
While in America, Dvořák had the opportunity to teach, compose, and conduct 
concerts of his own music. He wrote several of his most popular pieces while in the ‘new 
world’, including his Ninth Symphony, his Te Deum, the Biblical Songs, and the 
‘American’ String Quartet Op. 96 and String Quintet Op. 97. Dvořák also wrote a 
musical setting of the text My Country, ‘Tis of Thee intended as a candidate for the U.S. 
national anthem. The remnants of this piece can be found in the theme of the third 
movement of the afore-mentioned string quintet
6
.  
Tasked by Mrs. Thurber with ‘creating’ the American style of classical music, 
Dvořák devoted his attention to the pre-existing music of America, much like he had 
done in his homeland with Czech folk music. In the summers, he left New York and 
would stay with a Czech community in Spillville, Iowa. He attended Native American 
pow-wows, and listened to the music around him. He also focused on the sounds of birds, 
animals, and the passing trains (all of which he would work to incorporate in his musical 
idiom). In that way, he would be, as defined by R. Murray Schafer, exploring his 
soundscape (Schafer, 1977: 7-10).  
As with his use of Czech folk music styles, he would create melodies that adhered 
to structure and rhythms of established American music, such as spirituals and Native 
                                                        
6 During my research travels, I attended a concert in Prague of Dvořák’s vocal music by singers from 
the Czech National Theatre. As the concert was mostly American tourists, the singers chose as their 
encore, Dvořák’s intended U.S. national anthem. While most of the audience didn’t seem to 
understand what they were hearing, it certainly registered with me. I contacted the singers, 
introducing myself, and my research. They sent me scans of the manuscript copy they were singing 
from that night. The setting of the words is excellent, and could be an interesting piece added to a 




. Through this example, he hoped to help create American 
classical music, but he could no longer stay in the United States. Dvořák was terribly 
homesick, and in the autumn of 1895, the family left for Bohemia. Of Dvořák’s time in 
America, Kurt Honolka says the following: 
For Dvořák himself the New York period was even more important and 
fruitful; to its stimulus he owed the awakening of creative powers, which 
with a special, American flavour led him to the summit in his symphonies, 
chamber music, and songs. Only in the field of opera were there still peaks 
to climb. (Honolka, 2004: 92) 
 
Upon his return home, Dvořák devoted himself to music, and his life in the 
isolated area around Vysoká. He enjoyed a peaceful life, and was able to relax for a few 
months. Soon, however, he took up his position teaching at the Prague Conservatory and 
with that came a renewed impetus to compose. 1896 brought a re-focus to Czech folklore 
with his Symphonic Poems, based on the folk tales of Erben. Once again, Dvořák 
returned to opera in Čert a Káča, Rusalka, and his final opera, Armida. For Dvořák’s 60th 
birthday celebrations, cycles of Dvořák’s works were performed all over Prague, 
including several of his operas performed at the National Theatre. In 1904, Dvořák fell ill 
for presumably the first time in his life, and was bedridden. On May 1
st, Dvořák felt well 
enough to eat lunch with his family at the table, but after lunch he complained about 
feeling ill again, and went to lie down. When the doctor arrived, Dvořák had already 
died. He was buried at Vyšehrad cemetery, where monarch, saints, and important artists 
had been buried for centuries. 
 
Dvořák’s legacy had been firmly established by the end of his life. He grew from 
humble beginnings in an obscure Czech village, to become his country’s most 
recognizable composer worldwide. While he faced adversity at home and abroad, his 
successes in England and America had secured his music in the upper echelon of the 
musical canon, but as Honolka alluded to earlier, he had succeeded globally in every 
genre except opera.   
                                                        
7 There is an excellent DVD on the Euroarts label that explores the origins of Dvořák’s Ninth 
Symphony, and includes interviews and insights from Michael Beckerman regarding the relation 
between Native American rhythms and those included in the symphony. He also looks at the 
influence of Negro spirituals on the work.  
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Human nature causes us to fear the unknown, and in the case of Dvořák’s operas, 
this holds true. Due to the limited exposure to these works, one can be apprehensive 
about them, and doubt their musical validity. The goal of the next chapter is to lay plain 
two of Dvořák’s most important operas, Jakobín and Rusalka, and show how they 
employed the Verdi and Wagner styles respectively, but still maintained Dvořák’s favour 
for nationalistic melodies and folklore. Through his experience growing up, he was 
familiar with many styles of opera, including the Verdi and Wagner idioms. These two 
styles were to dominate his operatic language moving forward as he transitioned from 
























Chapter Five: A Microcosm of Dvořák’s Operas; Analysis of Jakobín and Rusalka 
Introduction to Analysis 
 
The operas of Antonín Dvořák have long been mired in obscurity, but a closer 
look at his operatic oeuvre shows a versatile composer capable of using a plethora of 
styles and techniques. Of Antonín Dvořák’s first opera Alfred, musicologist John 
Chapman stated: 
The motive of Alfred’s troops might be taken to be genuine Wagner. To 
a lesser extent we notice the influence of Czech folk-song in the ballet 
of Jubilant Danes, Verdi in the handling of crowd scenes, Liszt in one 
of the themes of the overture, and Smetana’s fondness for swinging 
between seventh and tonic (but in a Wagnerian setting) in the prelude to 
Act II Sc. 2. (Clapham, 1966: 268) 
 
If that statement seems a bit confusing, it is to be expected, but can be explained in a 
single, descriptive term: unequalled musical craftsmanship. This is a term that has been 
synonymous with Dvořák’s instrumental music, but due to a sheer lack of worldwide 
exposure, has never been associated with his operas. In a musical world that was 
simultaneously looking back to Mozart, Rossini, and the Classical style of opera, to its 
present day with the operas of Verdi and the late Bel Canto style, and forward with the 
operas of Wagner, Dvořák, ever the assimilator of styles and conventions, was able to 
bridge the gap of these schools and create an operatic synthesis between the old and the 
new, folk music and serious music, and between the Verdi and Wagner schools of 
traditional numbers opera and through-composed Gesamkunstwerk, respectively. 
When studying Dvořák’s operas, it is important to note that Dvořák was so 
attuned to the operatic styles of the day that he was a master at adapting different musical 
styles to suite the dramatic need of the libretto. While his operas fall into two periods 








Operatic Period I 
Alfred – 1870 
Král a Uhlíř – 1874 
Tvrdé Palice – 1874 
Vanda - 1875 
Šelma Sedlák – 1877 
Dimitrij – 1881 
Operatic Period 2 
Jakobín – 1887 
Čert a Káča – 1898 
Rusalka – 1900 
Armida – 1903
 
More importantly, they fall into two distinct groups stylistically. Dvořák’s experience 
playing in the Provisional Opera Theatre orchestra, and the exposure to the historical and 
contemporary opera music of the day certainly influenced his operas. Also, his 
development in the folk tradition, and ‘village music’ as a boy, gave him a love for the 
folk styles of the day, and an innate ability to incorporate these folk styles, and village 
liturgical styles, into his music. Dvořák’s vast knowledge and experience with the various 
forms of dramatic music certainly allowed him a variety of styles and forms at his 
disposal. As Prague was a hub of music and opera during Dvořák’s time, he would have 
been exposed to the traditional styles of opera through the works of Mozart, Donizetti, 
Rossini, Weber, Meyerbeer, and the like, but he also was exposed to the music of 
Wagner, and Wagner’s new style of opera.  
It is best to look at Dvořák’s operas through stylistic and structural aspects. While 
Tyrell’s list is set chronologically, Dvořák’s choices in regards to style are not 
categorized chronologically, but which style he felt fit the story and the drama of the 
libretto. 
 
Towards Wagnerian Style 
Alfred – 1870 
Armida – 1903 
Rusalka – 1900 
Čert a Káča – 1898 
Tvrdé Palice – 1874 
Vanda – 1875 
Towards Verdiian Style 
Jakobín – 1887 
Dimitrij – 1881 
Šelma Sedlák – 1877 




While Dvořák employed different styles, the underlying commonality is the use of 
‘Czechness’ such as folk music, folklore, and folk dance. This is the central aspect that 
makes Dvořák’s operas distinct, and quintessentially Czech.  
The two best examples of Dvořák’s stylistic dichotomy are Jakobín and Rusalka, 
so any study of Dvořák’s operatic styles must focus on those two works. This chapter will 








Analysis of Dvořák’s Jakobín 
 
Quite possibly one of the most beautiful works of unknown opera is Dvořák’s 
Jakobín. One cannot be blamed for not knowing the work as it has seldom been heard 
outside of Dvořák’s homeland. In North America alone, the work has only been 
performed twice, if that.
8
 The Canadian premiere of Jakobín, and the officially 
documented North American premiere of the work, was performed on October 23
rd
, 
2014, in Toronto, Canada in a semi-staged production with orchestra by the Canadian 
Institute for Czech Music.
9
 
This opera is perhaps the most ‘Czech’ of Dvořák’s works, and certainly is at the 
pinnacle of his operatic art along with Rusalka. It is often said by native Czechs that 
while Rusalka is the most popular and well known (and even that isn’t saying much, as 
will be shown later) Jakobín contains Dvořák’s best and most lyric operatic music. With 
the beauty of Rusalka’s famous ‘Song to the Moon’ aria, the casual listener and 
operagoer might be unable to fathom music that is even more lush and decadent than that 
signature aria, but it does exist…in Jakobín.  
 
Jakobín was composed between 1887 and 1888. Dvořák set music to a libretto by 
Marie Červinková-Riegrová. One of the drawbacks of the obscurity of Dvořák’s operas is 
the sheer fact that he employed a female librettist for two of his operas, as the librettist 
for Jakobín and Dimitrij are the same. Dvořák, and his progenitor, Smetana, were 
pioneers in using libretti by women in a time when women’s rights within the arts, 
especially in print and writing, were severely overlooked. Červinková-Riegrová was the 
daughter of the important Czech politician, František Rieger, granddaughter of Czech 
historian František Palacký and was a singer, painter, and writer. She also had 
                                                        
8
 There are rumblings of a concert performance in Washington state, but tracking the information is 
virtually impossible as it is rumoured to be have been produced by a concert opera group, and before 
record-keeping and the internet provided the wealth of archival information for these things. 
9
 The Canadian Premiere of Jakobín took place at Trinity St. Paul’s Centre in Toronto on October 24th, 
2014. It was produced by the C.I.C.M. with support from the Ontario Arts Council. The production was 
directed by John Holland, and conducted by William Shookhoff. The opera was presented in concert with a 







correspondence with Tchaikovsky, and accompanied Dvořák and Tchaikovsky in their 
meetings around Prague while Tchaikovsky was visiting. She was respected for her 




The relationship between Dvořák and Červinková-Riegrová was uneasy at first, 
with the libretto going through several revisions. The development of characters that 
were distinctly Czech was also an offshoot of their collaboration. As an example, Benda, 
the town music-master, was based on a type of person who really only existed in the 
Czech lands. With music being such an essential part of everyday Czech life, the 
inclusion of this character would have made sense to Czechs, but would have had less 
meaning in other countries. “Dvořák…was first inclined to turn down Červinková-
Riegrová’s The Jacobin on the grounds that ‘such a teacher-musician exists only here 
[Bohemia] and just wouldn’t be understood elsewhere’” (Bráfová in Tyrell, 1988: 166). 
This central character of Benda is based on the type of teacher-musician that Dvořák 
encountered in his youth, such as Antonín Liehmann, and other village music masters 
who were responsible for the music of the entire town. The connections between 
Liehmann and the fictional Benda are uncanny, even down to the names of their 
daughters, who are both named Terinka.  
The development of the opera went through hardships, with Červinková-Riegrová 
even requesting at one point the libretto be returned if Dvořák didn’t like it. This was due 
to the revisions Dvořák requested. 
If you don’t fancy and aren’t enthusiastic about The Jacobin…please don’t be 
afraid and return the libretto to me. If those who dissuade you about The 
Jacobin provide you with a libretto that would satisfy you better, I should 
cordially wish you well. However, I have other work ahead…all the same I 
have such great respect for the art of music and for your art especially that I 
should have been ready to attempt something that would inspire you to bring 
                                                        
10 In my research, I have come across an interesting collaboration in the Czech National Theatre between 
male opera composers and female librettists and writers. Indeed the founding fathers of Czech opera, 
Smetana, Dvořák, and Fibich, all used source material from women librettists on multiple occasions, and 
this continued with the likes of Janáček, Suk, and others. The acceptance and embracing of the intellectual 
and artistic work of women is a rarity in Europe of that time. The role of women artists and intellectuals in 







honour to Czech art and the Czech name – if there is not another who would 
satisfy you better than I… why should I write a new libretto? (Clapham, 
1966: 280)  
 
Dvořák had run into similar problems with the libretto for Dimitrij, where a group of 
outside writers attempted to dissuade Dvořák from collaborating with Červinková-
Riegrová. Was this evidence of sexism within the literary community in Prague? 
Regardless, Dvořák continued on with both Dimitrij and Jakobín, to the benefit of the 
Czech National Opera program.  
Thanks to a wonderful multi-volume edition of Dvořák’s complete received and 
dispatched correspondence, one is able to track the letters exchanged during the Jakobín 
composition process.
11
 The correspondence was always very cordial, but while there is 
great mutual respect, Dvořák seems to always have more demands upon the libretto. 
Spurned on by Červinková-Riegrová’s previously cited ‘fish or cut bait’ ultimatum, 
Dvořák dove into the libretto of Jakobín and found his melodies. Out of a desire to prove 
himself as a composer of dramatic music, he poured everything he had into the music of 
Jakobín. As Clapham aptly states, “…the subject matter of the opera suited Dvořák 
admirably, and he showed himself equal to the task of setting it. In this work he was truer 
to himself that in any other of his operas” (Clapham, 1966: 281). 
So, how was Dvořák true to himself in this opera? Well, the subject matter and 
situation of the libretto were something that Dvořák had intimate personal experience 
with. If we draw back on Dvořák’s youth, and Antonín Liehmann, the Muzikant, or local 
village music master, there is a direct correlation between the central character in 
Jakobín, Benda, the music teacher, and Liehmann himself. When studying this character 
in depth, it is easy to see Dvořák’s influence on the libretto. Not only do Benda and 
Liehmann each have a daughter named Terinka, Liehmann and Benda share a distinct 
love of the music of Mozart. The character pays homage to his former teacher, and 
indeed to the tradition of the Muzikant.  
                                                        
11
 While this edition, Antonín Dvořák: Correspondence and Documents, is cited within the reference list of 
this dissertation, it is important to make note of the extremely diligent work of the publisher, Edition 
Bärenreiter Praha, for their compilation of such a valued resource for this writing. They have left a 








The setting for Jakobín is an unnamed, but generic, Czech village. The village is 
ruled by a feudal lord, Count Vilém of Harasov (in the score as Hrabě), his nephew 
Adolf, and is administered by Filip, the Count’s Burgrave. The Count’s estranged son, 
Bohuš, returns to the town with his wife Julie. Bohuš left on ill terms with his father, and 
went off to participate in the French revolution. Bohuš and Julie worked on the side of 
the people, and were dedicated to helping the oppressed, but were both tremendously 
homesick for their native land. As a result, they decide to return home. Benda, the town’s 
schoolteacher and music master, has a daughter named Terinka, who is being courted by 
Jiří, a young peasant man. The Count’s Burgrave (Purkrabí, in Czech) is also courting 
her. While she returns Jiří’s affections, she has no desire to marry the Burgrave. This is 
the dramatic action leading up to the beginning of the opera. 
 
The action in Jakobín revolves around mistaken identity, a love triangle, and 
reconciliation. Bohuš and Julie return to Bohemia after years in France. Bohuš hears the 
familiar Marian hymn of his people and is nostalgic for the years when he and his father 
were happy together. He recounts the lullaby that his mother used to sing to him before 
she died, and he and Julie take happiness in the fact that they have passed the melody on 
to their own children. As Mass ends, the young men pour into the village square, and 
await the young women, and a flirtation chorus takes place. A stately minuet signals the 
entrance of the Purkrabí, Benda, and Terinka, while Jiří watches from afar. In a very 
formal matter, the Purkrabí greets the Benda, and ingratiatingly greets Terinka with over-
the-top wooing. Jiří, his rival for Terinka, makes scathing interjections before joining 
with the chorus for an aria in folk polka style, mocking the Purkrabí in front of all in the 
square. The Purkrabí turns the table on Jiří with a very formal rage aria in which he 
threatens to draft Jiří into the army. Terinka and Jiří argue over the danger of Jiří’s 
mocking of the Purkrabí, and Benda exits, but before the Purkrabí can follow up on his 
threats, Bohuš and Julie, who are strangers to the villagers, approach him. They ask 
questions about the Count and the village, and the Purkrabí tells them the entire tale of 







as an evil Jacobin (which Bohuš and Julie know to be false, of course). The chorus enters 
frantically stating that the Count is approaching the village with his entourage. The Count 
states that he is retiring, and will pass his title to his nephew Adolf. Adolf and Bohuš 
have asides where they recognize each other, and Act One ends with fanfare and pomp 
celebrating the Count and his heir. 
After a short orchestral introduction to Act Two, the scene opens on Benda’s 
schoolroom. In honour of Count Vilém’s retirement, and in celebration of the ascension 
of Adolf, Benda has composed a Serenade to mark the occasion. The piece involves all of 
the villagers, the children, and Terinka and Jiří as soloists. The rehearsal of the Serenade 
goes well, with Benda giving musical suggestions along the way, and all disperse except 
for Terinka, who is left to ponder her lot; she loves Jiří, but her father wants her to marry 
the Purkrabí. Jiří sneaks in and hears her profess her true love and they declare their love 
for each other. Benda returns and the two try to conceal their emotions from Benda, but 
he soon finds out. Jiří states that if he is not allowed to be with Terinka, he will sabotage 
the Serenade by singing poorly. The Purkrabí enters to woo Terinka again, and upon 
spotting Jiří, has words with him. Benda calms everyone down and asks the Purkrabí to 
come back later. At this moment, the chorus women charge into the schoolroom to tell 
him that the suspected Jacobins are on their way to the school and will enslave them all. 
When Bohuš and Julie enter, they present themselves as musicians who have been in 
foreign lands and have returned home. They ask Benda to help them meet with the Count. 
Upon hearing that they are musicians, Benda agrees to help. The Purkrabí returns with 
the entire chorus, and Adolf, to arrest Jiří, but are confronted by Bohuš. Adolf recognizes 
Bohuš, but condemns him as a Jacobin (and does not give away his true identity). Bohuš 
remembers Adolf, and vows to stop him from establishing his cruel rule over the people 
of the village. Bohuš is arrested as a Jacobin, and taken to the castle. 
Act Three takes place entirely at the castle of Count Vilém. Jiří looks for a way to 
sneak into the castle to speak to the Count, but is apprehended by the Purkrabí. Adolf 
revels in the fact that he has won the day so-to-speak, and informs Lotinka, the keeper of 
the keys, to not let anyone into the castle. Being of a good heart, Lotinka allows Benda 







goes first and appeals to the Count through music, and their long friendship, to think of 
his son (even though he may still be in foreign lands), and forgive him. The Count 
becomes sad at the thought of his exiled son, but stays firm in his belief that his son was 
in the wrong to run off and join the Jacobins. Benda concedes defeat, and walks away, 
telling Julie to be of good courage. Believing she can still prevail over the Count’s 
hardened heart, she sits at the harp (once belonging to the Countess), and plays the 
lullaby the Countess had sung to Bohuš. Recognizing this song, the Count finds Julie at 
the harp, and she explains that Bohuš did not become a Jacobin, but fought against them 
in the name of the people, and was even given a death sentence from the Jacobins. 
Hearing this, the Count breaks down, realizing that he has hated his son for no reason, 
and now his son is lost forever. Julie explains that she saved Bohuš from the death 
sentence and they returned to Bohemia to reconcile with the Count, but Bohuš was 
apprehended by Adolf and is to be executed once Adolf takes over as the new Count. The 
Count assures Julie that all will be well and the two move into the main chamber where 
Adolf, Benda, and his Serenade troupe, await to begin the celebration. After a chorus of 
praise by the Serenade ensemble, the Count states that as his last act in power, he would 
like to pardon any prisoners being held in the castle. Adolf states that there are none, but 
the Purkrabí buckles under the pressure from the Count and admits there is one. Adolf 
says that it is a Jacobin, a traitor to the Count, but Count Vilém asks for him to be 
brought forward. A touching embrace between father and son signals their reconciliation, 
and the Count declares Bohuš his rightful heir. Due to Adolf’s cruelty, he and the 
Purkrabí are expelled from the Count’s service. As the children and villagers sing a joyful 
chorus, dancing ensues as the whole cast revels in the power of music and the 
reconciliation of family. 
 
The musical numbers of Jakobín are diverse, and are crafted to suit the 
personality of each character. The work itself is closely linked to numbers opera, and the 
Verdi tradition. The overture for Jakobín is rooted firmly in the traditional style of 
Mozart, Rossini, Donizetti, Verdi, and so on. As is shown in Figure 5.1, it is in ABABA 







flat major) for the B section, and then returning to B flat major for the recapitulation of 
A. The second B section goes to D flat major, before returning for the last statement of A 
which is back in B flat major. A small Coda section leads directly into the first chorus. As 
was the norm for the operas of this style, the overture was essentially a stand-alone piece, 
with no musical connection to the rest of the work. 
     
Figure 5.1 – The overture to Jakobín 
 
Think of the overtures to Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro, or Rossini's Il Barbiere di 
Siviglia. The overture to Jakobín is short (just around one minute long), sweet, and 
captures the dance-like playfulness of village life. It is traditional and formulaic in every 
sense. Compared to the precedent set by Dvořák’s previous operatic overtures, the 
overture to Jakobín is compact. Gone are the eight to ten minute overtures of his previous 
operas, such as Tvrdé Palice and Král a Uhlíř, replaced with the streamlined overture for 







links of the Slavonic Dances; structured, but simple. The extensive use of the cymbal also 
harkens back to the Slavonic Dances. In a mere minute the overture is done, and we are 
thrown right into the drama of the opera, complete with a one hundred and eighty degree 
turn in the musical style. 
 
Act One of Jakobín encompasses ten scenes, and takes place entirely in the 
village square. All characters in the opera are involved in Act One, save for one minor 
character not introduced until Act Three. This opening act shows Dvořák as a master of 
varying styles, whether formal structures or folk structures. The musical shift from 
overture to this first scene couldn’t be more abrupt. The scene opens with the chorus, 
accompanied by organ, singing a Marian sacred hymn at daily Mass. This austere chorus 
serves multiple purposes as it immediately sets a distinct tone separate from the overture, 
and acts as a memory trigger for the title character Bohuš, who is returning to his home 
after years in France. In his first line, he declares that he hears the sound of Czech 
singing. “Slyš, český zpěv! O, zvuč mi, zvuč! Tvůj vábný hlas jak sladce zní mi! Tot‘ 
pozdrv vlasti vítá nás!” (Hear, Czech Song! O, ring, ring out! Your winsome voice is 
sweet to my ear! Our homeland’s greeting welcomes us!). The Marian hymn is evidence 
of their Catholic faith. These are essentially calling cards of Czech village life. Although 
the inside of the church is not seen, as the stage direction calls for an offstage chorus, the 
music at the Mass would have without a doubt been conducted by Benda, the 
aforementioned central character, and the village Muzikant. Benda would most likely 
have been the village organist, so it can even be assumed that the organ in this scene is 
‘played’ by Benda. Though Bohemia had been Protestant in previous generations, the tie-
in with the French Revolution set the time period of the opera firmly in the Catholic 
period of the Austrian Empire. Marian hymns would have been the norm in all Masses. 
 
This opening scene is an important statement in how Dvořák and Červinková-
Riegrová set up the scene of Jakobín. A key aspect of the Czech National Theatre system 
was to promote folklore and culture within operatic subject matter, and Jakobín is a 







roles in Czech society, but Dvořák and Červinková-Riegrová also provide a wonderful 
opportunity to see how these classes interact in social settings and confrontations. The 
chorus of peasants and villagers are directly part of the drama of the opera, and in some 
cases even drive the drama. Count Vilém, the feudal lord of the land, rules the village and 
in theory would have ruled many villages and lands in the region. His Burgrave, an 
official in the service of the Count, administers the village. This is all part of the feudal 
system that would have been in place after the Battle of the White Mountain in 1620. The 
village music, including all teaching, would have been the responsibility of the Muzikant. 
It also would have been a lifestyle that Dvořák would have known well, as his youth was 
similar, complete with the previously mentioned Antonín Liehmann as music teacher, 
and the Lobkowicz family ruling his hometown of Nelahozeves from the imposing 
Nelahozeves Zamek (chateau).  
The inclusion of a Marian hymn (Figure 5.2) came at the behest of Dvořák 
himself, which is another way in which we can see him using Jakobín to re-create the 
Czech village life that he knew so well as a boy. The Catholic faith was a central part of 
Czech life in Dvořák’s time, (and of Dvořák’s own life specifically) especially in the 
villages. From the correspondence of Dvořák and Červinková-Riegrová dated the 8th and 
9
th
 of July, 1887, Dvořák requests that the opening chorus be a Marian hymn to which 
Bohuš and Julie would react. Červinková-Riegrová’s reply indicates that she will supply 
such a text at his request, for him to set to music. In Dvořák’s own words, he would like 









Figure 5.2 – Opening two pages of Act 1, scene 1 of Jakobín - The opening of the Marian Hymn 
 
The character of Benda, the Muzikant of Jakobín, is not only the central character 
in the drama, but also central in the character and social class relations. He is the only 
character who speaks freely to all others, and commands respect from all classes. His 
relationship with the Count specifically is one of mutual respect and camaraderie. The 
friendship and trust between these two elderly characters is evident throughout all of their 
interaction. While Benda is still considered to be in a servile position as one of the 
Count’s vassals, he commands respect through his expertise as a musician, but never 
looks to abuse it. He is in constant awareness of his status and place within the Count’s 
hierarchy. Benda interacts with his daughter Terinka in the usual father/daughter 
relationship, but there is an added level of teacher/student. Benda lives and breathes 







musical matters, or the prospect of her attaining an appropriate husband. When dealing 
with Terinka’s two suitors, the Purkrabí and Jiří, more Czech class interactions are seen. 
Benda is on a class level equal to that of the Purkrabí, however would still fall under the 
administrative jurisdiction of the Purkrabí. The Purkrabí speaks to Benda with honour 
and respect, often calling him ‘Učený pane (Learned Sir)’, a blatant sign of respect. 
(Whether the Purkrabí addresses Benda out of respect, or out of attempt to ingratiate 
himself to the father of the girl he is wooing is another story). The music of their 
interaction is a minuet, a formal and upper class musical style (Figure 5.3). 
 
Figure 5.3 – Minuet theme, Act 1, sc. 3 
 
Benda interacts with the peasant Jiří, Terinka’s suitor of choice, with friendship and with 
fatherly advice. While he is initially unaware of Jiří’s intentions, and promotes the 
interests of the Purkrabí, he comes around once Jiří and Terinka threaten him with 
musical blackmail so to speak. Since Jiří is the best tenor in the village, Benda gives him 
some leeway, but also protects him out of care, and his own musical interests. Bohuš and 
Julie bring out Benda’s true character nature; in the beginning he is apprehensive to help 
these strangers due to the rumours of their suspected status as Jacobins, but when he 
hears that they are musicians who are returning home after years in foreign lands, his 
compassion shines through. His respect for fellow musicians of quality supersedes all 
else.  
Musically, Benda is rooted in the music of the upper class, which means music of 
a formal structure such as the minuet, march, and waltz, especially when interacting with 







and Terinka, Benda can move more into the folk music idiom. Ironically, Benda’s ‘own’ 
music in the opera is beautifully crafted by Dvořák to incorporate both formal and folk 
styles. The sections of Benda’s Serenade, which will be explored later, shows this 
musical dichotomy. 
 
The character of the Count is very interesting in that he doesn’t appear until the 
final scene of Act One, is absent for Act Two, but is present for most of Act Three. The 
character is similar to the Contessa in Le Nozze di Figaro, where the other characters 
reference her, and she is of paramount importance to the drama, but doesn’t make her 
appearance until the opening of Act Two. The Count’s interaction with Benda has been 
mentioned, but his interaction with the Purkrabí is definitely authoritative. He appears to 
genuinely care for his fief and all who reside there. When approached by Julie in Act 
Three, he initially is standoffish, but warms to her when she explains the story of her 
husband, his son Bohuš, and their struggles. Musically, Count Vilém is very 
authoritative, and his first appearance in Act One Scene Ten is one of declamation as he 
announces his retirement and presents his heir and nephew Adolf. This section is almost 
in the style of recitative, with very sparse orchestral accompaniment, and in specific 
cases, accompaniment by sustained chords. He joins the final ensembles of Act One and 
Act Three, the only instances where he is singing within the ensemble. The Act Three 
scenes with Benda and Julie show two different musical styles. With Benda his music is 
still fairly formal in their conversation, but when he sings his reminiscence aria, the 
music becomes very ‘Romantic’ in style, with many ascending chromatic passages to 
emphasize the longing and tension he still has in regards to his son. The passionate aria 
brings him out of his formal relationship with Benda, allowing the Count to emote openly 
in front of Benda. It also brings him away from the Mozartian style and structure of the 
music related to the upper class in Jakobín. Benda and the Count share their memories of 









Figure 5.4 – The Count’s lament theme, Act 3, sc. 3 
 
The verses are separated by a plea from Benda for the Count to not turn away from his 
son, his own blood. The lament is in triple meter, which has been closely associated with 
the upper class throughout the opera. It is in the key of A flat major, but incorporates 
many chromatic passing notes to accentuate the Count’s slow turn back towards happy 
memories, and the love for his son, before abruptly coming back to reality. As Act Three 
has taken on a more serious and somber mood, the style of Dvořák’s composition has 
changed to a more Wagnerian approach heard in the chromaticism of the Count’s lament, 
very reminiscent of similar chromaticism in Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde. 
With the Count’s humanity exposed, Julie’s playing of Bohuš’ lullaby on the late 
Countess’ harp is too much for the Count to take, and his music reflects this change. His 
longing for his son, and of days gone by, allow his heart to soften. His music during his 
dialogue with Julie is that of repentance and kindness. While his music returns to the 
more structured style he used previously, the emotion that has awakened in him is still 
present in his musical statements. He is horrified when he believes Bohuš has been 







allows a glimpse into the humanity of the Count in the otherwise stoic upper class 
characters in Jakobín.  
 
The Purkrabí and Jiří are inextricably linked within the opera, as they are the two 
suitors for Terinka. They represent the musical dichotomy of the opera: formal versus 
folk. The Purkrabí is a member of the aristocracy and Jiří a member of the peasantry, and 
they never sway from their musical idioms. This juxtaposition is best represented through 
their arias. In Act One, Jiří then notices the Purkrabí with Terinka and launches into a 
very public aria of ridicule of the Purkrabí, backed by the chorus, and in the key of C# 
minor (Figure 5.5).  
  
Figure 5.5 – Jiří’s Theme, Act 1, sc. 5 
 
Jiri’s mocking of the Purkrabí occurs in a quick polka rhythm, not allowing the Purkrabí 
to get a word in edgewise. Each mock evokes a repeat from the full SATB chorus. The 
first half of Jiří’s aria ends with a strong cadence in the relative major key of E major. 
This embarrassment at the hands of the peasant classes is too much for the Purkrabí, and 
he storms off in rage. The function of this aria and chorus is to mock the Purkrabí, and 
show that the peasants aren’t afraid of him. Dvořák uses this robust folk rhythm to 
overpower any sense of the Purkrabí’s structured and more ‘classical’ music. The 
treatment of the chorus in this manner is very much in the style of Donizetti and Verdi, as 
it is active in the drama. The repeated statements of “Znáte jej? (Do you know that 
man?)”, build throughout the entire scene. 
Furious over his wounded pride, the Purkrabí takes the opportunity to express his 







the opera. This is perfect for the Purkrabí as he is representative of the old ways in 
society through the music he sings. Act One Scene Three brought his Mozartian minuet 
with Benda and Terinka, and this scene brings us secco recitative in the style and 
structure of Mozart. From Dvořák’s upbringing, we know that the late Classical style of 
Mozart was a very important part of village music, as many of the Bohemian regional 
composers mimicked his style. That is why the Mozartian example fits perfectly for the 
aristocracy in the Village class system. The Purkrabí opens the scene with a vengeful 
recitative before shifting into a full-blown rage aria. Starting in the key of G minor, he 
vows revenge over the mocking of his authority, and the lack of respect given to him. 
Repeated statements of “počkejte, vy blázni (just wait, you fools)” end the first verse. 
The refrain of the first verse (Figure 5.6) moves to G major as he joys in the idea of 
withholding their feudal dues, and when asked to show mercy, he will say “Znáte jej? 
(Do you know that man?)”.  
 
Figure 5.6 – Purkrabi’s theme 
 
This repetition of the mocking phrase from Jiří’s aria is used sarcastically by the 
Purkrabí, and repeated by the offstage women’s chorus. A great irony in Jakobín is that 
Dvořák links two rivals, the Purkrabí and Jiří, musically, as well as dramatically. The G 
major refrain section is a triple meter variant of Jiří’s duple theme. The Purkrabí is using 
Jiří’s own melody against him. (See figure 5.5 for comparison). Verse two is structured 
identically, with the Purkrabí now vowing that he will recruit all the men who mocked 
him into the army, and then they will ask “Do you know that man”? The structure of this 







Contes d’Hoffmann, two verses in which a villain outlines his plans of vengeance against 
the hero.  
 
One of the more dynamic characters in Jakobín is that of Terinka. Like Benda, 
she adapts to the different musical styles depending on with whom she is interacting, but 
when alone, is rooted in the folk idiom. In her introductory scene in Act One, she is being 
courted by the Purkrabí, and responds to his stately music with a stately reply. While 
interacting with Jiří, there is a romantic aspect to the music. It transcends the basic folk 
idiom, and is passionate, whether they are arguing in Act One, or declaring their love for 
one another in Act Two. Their first love theme (Figure 5.7) comes in Act One Scene 
Seven, when Jiří asks Terinka to look into his eyes and tell him how she feels by a kiss. 
This theme is in the key of B flat major, and in triple meter.  
 
Figure 5.7 – Jiří and Terinka’s first love theme 
 
Terinka’s sole aria in the opera comes in Act Two Scene Two, and it is a gem in the 







now alone on stage to ponder her feelings and the situation she is in with both Jiří and the 
Purkrabí. She speaks of how in autumn’s shrubs, there can be no love, but in springtime, 
love blossoms, linking this imagery to the Purkrabí and Jiří respectively. In Jiří, she feels 
the warmth of the sun. She laments that Jiří left the rehearsal without her telling him her 
feelings. This song (Figure 5.8) was not in the original draft of Jakobín, and was added 
for a revision in 1897. With the death of Marie Červinková-Riegrová, the text for this aria 
was supplied by her father, František Rieger. It must have been a heart-breaking 
experience for her father to delve into his daughter’s libretto and write a song about 
young love and hopefulness. Act Two is taxing vocally for Terinka, but in this aria, she is 
able to step away from the ensembles, and also shift the dramatic impetus to one that is a 









Figure 5.8 – First stanza of Terinka’s aria from Jakobín 
 
Her introduction states it is an ‘old song’, and starts with a quasi-scena (solo recitative 
followed by aria) but this introduction is less of a traditional recitative in the sense of 
classical opera, such as was with the Purkrabí’s Act One scena. During this introduction, 
we hear statements of the love theme from Act One. The aria proper begins with two bars 
of what Dvořák’s orchestration (bassoon and low strings) approximates to be old Czech 
bagpipes. Their rhythm is steady through the first system. In the second system, a 
repetitive pastoral theme comes in, and will be prominent throughout the aria. “The tune 
that Dvořák wrote for it is simple and repetitive with clear phraseology, and…includes an 







counter-melody…however, the illusion of a folksong is soon dispelled (Tyrell, 1988, 
239).” While musicologist John Tyrell believes that Dvořák dispels the form of the folk 
idiom after the bagpipe lead-in, the structure of a Czech folksong is evident in the vocal 
line. The first sung stanza of text is four bars long, further broken into subdivisions of 
two bars each. The tonality is I-V-I-V. The next stanza is repeated twice, each repetition 
being four bars long, and a tonal expansion of I. The first stanza resolves downward, 
while the second resolves with an upward motion. The bar structure (2+2+4+4) is 
consistent with the structure of traditional Czech folk song or village song. The 
contrasting motion of the repeated stanzas, as well as the limited tonality used, are also 
facets found in folksong. While Dvořák never quotes specific folk songs in any of his 
operas, he still knew the idiom, and the characteristics required. While the aria grows to 
incorporate the love duet tune that Terinka and Jiří shared in Act One, and also moves 
into more dramatic structure, the roots of the aria are in Czech folksong. The structure of 
the aria is Introduction-A-B-A-C-B-A-Coda. The A music is the folksong music, B the 
love duet theme, and C is a modulatory section with a triplet pattern underneath. This 
signifies the anxious nature of Terinka’s decision and thought process. Between iterations 
of the sections, there are short instrumental ritornellos in folk style. Terinka, like 
Mozart’s Susanna in Le Nozze di Figaro, arguably has the most singing in the opera, and 
like Susanna, the role of Terinka is relentless. Aside from the opening scene, and the 
Purkrabí’s aria, she sings in all of Act One, and in Act Two, is on stage the entire time. 
Only in Act Three does she receive a respite, passing the torch to Julie. Her duets with 
Jiří are passionate, with many long lines and high dramatic notes. Like Susanna, Terinka 
is made for a coloratura soprano of high skill, as is heard in the Act Two Serenade 
rehearsal scene.  
 
As the title character, Bohuš doesn’t have as much stage time as Benda, Terinka, 
The Purkrabí, or Jiří, but the drama revolves around him, and his scenes are some of the 
most important in the opera. His wife Julie commands even less stage time, but shares her 
husband’s importance in the opera. Bohuš is returning to his Bohemian homeland a 







overjoyed to be returning home with their children, who have never known Bohemia. His 
opening scene introduces one of the major recurring themes in Jakobín, this being Bohuš’ 
lullaby (Figure 5.9) which his mother had sung to him when he was a boy. This musical 
theme will return as a symbol of remembrance and reconciliation.  
 
Figure 5.9 – Bohuš’ Lullaby Theme 
 
In Act One, Bohuš and Julie spend much of the time observing, and commenting on, the 
daily action of the village and the interactions of Jiří, Terinka, Benda, and the Purkrabí. It 
is not until Scene Eight, when Bohuš and Julie approach the Purkrabí for information 
about the Count, that they actually become active pieces in the drama. The confrontation 
between Bohuš and Adolf at the end of Act One sets the stage for what is to come. 
Bohuš’ music is in the late-Romantic style, and has a longing quality that one may find in 
the lieder of Brahms and Mahler. The wanderer aspect of Bohuš, travelling in foreign 
lands far from home, is the sentiment that one would find in the lieder of Schubert or 
Schumann. Bohuš has satisfied his youthful wanderlust, brought on by his rift with his 
father, and has now decided to return home. In Act Two Scene Five, Bohuš and Julie 
explain to Benda that they are musicians who have come home to the village, are looking 







skeptical at first, but Julie appeals to his ego by stating that they hoped that they would be 
able to find help from such a renowned musician as Benda. Flattered, Benda comments 
on how polite they are, and asks that if they are experienced musicians, they must know 
how to sing. Julie retorts with the fact that they are Czechs…and he would question if 
they can sing? This leads into one of the best examples of Dvořák’s patriotism through 
opera. Bohuš and Julie recount the story of their experiences within a song, each of them 
taking a stanza.  
Bohuš:  
Mz ci zinou jsme bloudili, ach, dlouhá léta 
dlouha,  
zrak slzy stesku kalily, a v srdci vřela touha. 
Kdož čítal naše povzechy?  
Kdož vyhnanci dá útěchy? 
Tu y hloubi duše zapěli jsme sobě českou píseň, 
A z duše chmury zmizely, ze srdce prchla tíseň, 





My pracovali a strádali,  
kděz chleba vzíti dětem.  
A zvolna dítky vzrůstaly na trudné pouti světem. 
Má drahá dcerko, synku můj,  
kdy poznáte vy domov svůj? 
O vlasti jsme jim zpívali a vyprávěli v bolu, 
Když večer ručky spínali, jsme píseň pěli spolu. 
Jen ve zpěvu jsme našli úlevu, by naděj vzňal, 
Bůh v ziti žal, nam písně svaté kouzlo dal! 
Bohuš: 
We have wandered in foreign lands, ah, for long 
years upon years, tears of great sorrow have 
dimmed our eyes and sad longing filled our 
hearts. 
Who understood our profound sighs? Who gives 
solace to lost exiles? 
From the depths of our souls we sang a loved 
Czech song to ourselves, and gloom disappeared 
from our souls, sorrow left out lonely hearts… 
Only in song did we find sweet relief and peace! 
 
Julie: 
We worked hard and knew great hunger, where 
to get bread for our children! 
And our children grew up slowly on our grievous 
pilgrimage. O my dear daughter, my dear son – 
When will you know your own homeland? 
We sang to them of our country and with pain 
spoke about it, when at night we all linked hands, 
we sang a song together. 
Only in song did we find some relief, to raise our 
hopes in great sorrow, God gave us songs of 
magic charm!
Text of Act 2 sc. 5 song between Bohuš and Julie 
 
This song represents the midway point in the opera, and also a point of major applause 
with Czech audience members. The song has two verses, one for each character. Each 
verse begins in C# minor as the text deals with the woefulness of exile. After the 
questions asked in the middle of each verse, the key modulates to Db major, the tonic 
major, as the text turns to the powerful comfort of singing Czech songs, and passing 
those traditions on to future generations. It is a microcosm of the Czech people, and 
indeed Czech musicians, after 1620. So many Czechs were scattered throughout Europe, 







The song would prove meaningful to Dvořák on a personal note later in his life as he 
spent three years in the United States, and was terribly homesick the entire time. Within 
modern times, it has poignancy amongst those Czechs forced to flee World War II and 
the Communist regime. They were Czechs in exile, and forced to carry on their traditions, 




Bohuš and Adolf have a heated argument to conclude Act Two, but by Act Three 
he is in prison, and Julie finally gets her chance to shine in the opera. Her music is 
tentative when she is speaking to Benda as she is concerned for her husband, but once she 
sees the Countess’ harp, and begins playing, she is self-assured, which is seen in how 
relentlessly she works to persuade the Count to reconcile with Bohuš. It is actually the 
music of the harp, and Julie’s singing of Bohuš’ lullaby, which prompts the change in the 
Count’s soul and plants the seeds of the reconciliation that will come. As with Bohuš, 
Julie’s musical language is in the late-Romantic style, and very dramatic in the Act One 
opening, the Act Two duet, and the Act Three scene with the Count. Her part is meant for 
a heavier voice, a dramatic soprano, versus the lighter coloratura voice of Terinka. Julie 
can be likened to Leonore in Beethoven’s Fidelio, going to great lengths and risks to save 
her imprisoned husband. 
It is an interesting point that Dvořák’s strongest characters in the opera are the two 
women. While characters like the Purkrabí and Jiří are somewhat ‘stock’ characters, and 
one-dimensional, Terinka and Julie are wonderfully deep characters that share the full 
gamut of their emotions with the audience. The opera is resolved not from any physical 
struggle or military victory, but by the quick thinking of Julie, the wife of an exile.  
 
While the concept of reconciliation has been mentioned many times, the 
underlying force in Jakobín is reconciliation through music. Not only does Julie use 
                                                        
12 When the Canadian premiere of Jakobín took place in 2014, the applause after this piece forced the 
show to pause. The sentiment of the piece was felt by many Czechs who had been exiled and came to 
Canada to make a new home. They have carried on their cultural traditions in Canada to this day, and have 








music to help the Count reconcile with Bohuš in the aforementioned scene in Act Three, 
but also other characters use music as a form of reconciliation and appeasement. This can 
only be attributed to Dvořák’s innate sense of musical colours and styles. He never 
ceased to be a student of music, studying and playing the works of composers who came 
before him, and even those who lived alongside him. Jiří and Terinka twice reconcile 
with each through the music of their Act One and Act Two duets. Bohuš and Julie also 
reconcile with Benda through their Act Two patriotic duet. In Jakobín, Dvořák not only 
shows us a glimpse of Czech village life, but he also shows us the importance of music in 
everyday Czech life. Music was something that belonged to all Czechs.  
Evidence of this point is highlighted in the opening scene of Act Two. This 
rehearsal scene is the largest in the opera, and shows how music existed in Bohemian 
villages. If Dvořák has shown the world anything, it is that he is a master of melodic 
invention. The sheer number of lasting melodies and ‘tunes’ that he has composed is 
astonishing, and has certainly contributed to the popularity of his music. In his operas, his 
compositional goal is no different, and the opening of Act Two is the realization of that 
goal. Benda’s theme (Figure 5.10) opens the act, and indeed permeates the entire act.  
The theme begins in triple meter, in the lower strings, and then is passed back and forth 
between the upper and lower strings and the woodwinds. The theme is very calm and 
reserved, much like the character of Benda himself.  
 
 







Dvořák stated that he felt that the character of Benda is unique to opera, as was cited 
earlier in this chapter. What better way to treat this unique character than to give him one 
of the most unique scenes in all of opera? Act Two opens on Benda’s schoolroom. The 
school children and villagers are preparing a musical Serenade (Figures 5.11 & 5.12), 
Benda’s own composition, to be performed in praise and celebration of Count Vilém, his 
years as their feudal lord, and for the transition to Adolf as Count. The charming scene 
involves Benda rehearsing the music with children, giving them musical suggestions and 
directions, and repeating the warning ‘jen pozor dejte (pay good attention).’  Benda 
begins with an explanation of the Serenade, and a comment of how his music is in the 
classical style, and that it would not even put Mozart to shame. This is another indication 
of context for the opera, as far as time period is concerned, in the favoured forms and 
style of Mozart in late Eighteenth and early Nineteenth Century Bohemia. Also, this is 
another link in the connection between the character of Benda and Dvořák’s own 
experience with the Muzikant-style teachers, such as Antonín Liehmann. The connection 
has already been made between the shared name of both Benda’s and Liehmann’s 
daughters, but now the shared adoration of Mozart and the classical style also solidify 
Dvořák’s operatic homage to his former teacher. 
 
Figure 5.11 – The theme from Benda’s Serenade in honour of the count in Act 2, Sc.1 
 
As the rehearsal of Benda’s Serenade begins, Benda introduces the characters of his 







Jiří). The piece opens with a section of the strings ‘tuning up’ as would happen at the start 
of a rehearsal, before Benda gives instructions for the piece to begin. Benda’s Serenade is 
set up in the format of a small oratorio and has an Arcadian feel to it. The choir begins in 
a very homophonic style, and a cappella. Benda gives a direction about counting, and the 
choir begins again with the children singing a text of praise to the melody of Benda’s 
theme, while the rest of the chorus hums in chords underneath. This opening chorus is in 
the key of G major. The quasi-ländler style of the theme comes out in the next section, 
where the children continue with Benda’s theme, and the rest of the chorus sings in 
chords under them with complimentary text and pulsed rhythm. The opening chorus of 
the Serenade ends with a statement of the serenade theme. Terinka and Jiří then begin, 
singing as their serenade characters, in canonic entries of the Benda theme in the key of B 
minor, the relative minor of the dominant of the home key G major. They then sing 
together in their second statement of the theme and then cadence into B major, with the 
chorus entering with Benda’s theme on the cadence. This chorus statement ends in B 
Major with Benda continuing on, giving comments about counting. The grand flourish of 
the Serenade begins in a duple meter, in B major, and involves everyone, including 
Benda singing ‘bravos’, and intricate coloratura lines for Terinka. Following this section, 
the meter returns to triple, with Benda giving more instructions. The children and chorus 
acknowledge these directions, and move to another a cappella, lento, homophonic 
statement in F# major, with Terinka’s coloratura above (Figure 5.12).  Now the moment 
has arrived! After final instructions from Benda, the final chorus begins. Returning to G 
major, the children sing Benda’s theme, while the chorus hums underneath, similar to one 
of the previous sections. After one statement of the theme, the upper choral parts, 
including the children, move to accompaniment parts, while the tenors and basses take 
over the theme. With the conclusion of that statement, the triple meter becomes vivace, 








Figure 5.12 – A cappella section of the Benda’s Serenade, with Terinka’s coloratura above 
 
All forces join in, including the two soloists. Terinka’s coloratura lines here are relentless 
as Dvořák pushes his singer to the limit of the number of notes that can be accommodated 
within a bar. A cadential Coda section in G major closes out this charming Serenade, and 
leaves Benda singing bravos to all involved. The theme of the Serenade continues, 
understated, as Benda reminds the group to look over their parts and to meet later. He 
shoos Jiří out the door, and bids farewell to Terinka as he heads off to the castle. The 
charm of this scene comes from Benda’s interaction with the chorus, and how he teaches 
them the nuance of his music.  
The rehearsal scene is a bit of an oddity in Jakobín. It doesn’t serve a purpose in 
forwarding the drama, or addressing the plight of Bohuš and Julie, but is the most 
charming and memorable scene of the work. It exists almost outside of the main story, 
and there is a reason for that. Dvořák intended to give history a glimpse into his musical 
childhood, and into the aspects of village music in Bohemia. The importance of music in 
everyday life is evident throughout this scene. All people of the village are involved in 







the town’s best tenor, and the music Benda has prepared for Terinka is positively 
virtuosic, even if she is his daughter. Through Benda’s Serenade, Dvořák shows us that 
all people of the village had a basic musicality, which allowed them not only to 
appreciate music, but to perform it as well. Though the scene is a ‘teaching’ scene, the 
musicians perform the piece with relative polish, Benda only stopping them to remind 
them of stylistic aspects. In this rehearsal scene Dvořák not only shows us the place of 
importance that music held in Bohemian life, but also how skilled the basic Bohemian 
was with music. In Dvořák’s reality, this stems from the intense music training that 
instituted at every level of education, and from an early age. As has been proven in earlier 
chapters, music was, and continues to be, one of the main aspects of Czech culture. 
 
One aspect of the opera that differs from Dvořák’s Rusalka is the extensive use of 
the chorus. In Jakobín, it is used in the same way Rossini and Donizetti use the chorus. It 
is part of the whole drama, instead of being relegated to simple scenes spread sparingly 
throughout the opera, similar to the chorus in Donizetti’s village opera L’Elisir d’Amore. 
This is another way that Jakobín falls into the traditional style of opera in the Nineteenth 
Century. The comparison again falls to the Verdi style of opera versus the Wagner style. 
This is definitely a chorus in the style of Verdi, as the chorus is very active in the drama. 
In the Wagner style, the chorus is not as prevalent. Dvořák’s continuation of the Italian 
conservative tradition is evidenced in Act One Scene Two, which is a solo chorus number 
as the church congregation exits Mass and the hustling and bustling village comes to life. 
It begins in B flat major, as the young men in the village wait outside to watch the young 
women leave Mass, and flirt with them. The back and forth banter continues with the 
men continuing to flirt, and the women continuing to rebuff them.  This chorus number 
contains four parts and opens with an upbeat polka section, where the anticipation builds 
between the young men and women. The townspeople begin to file out of the church and 
into the square, commenting on the young men and women, and the games they play, and 
how lively youths frolic and like to dance. The music of this section is best described as 
being in the style of the Slavonic Dances. The folk influences in the dancing of the 







while they taunt Jiří into mocking the Purkrabí, and the entire chorus is active in Jiří’s 
mocking aria. The women’s chorus has a small echo-like part in the Purkrabí’s rage aria, 
and then the entire chorus closes out the tenth scene of Act One. In Act Two they are 
obviously part of the large Serenade rehearsal scene. The women’s chorus has a frantic 
chorus number informing Benda of the approach of the Jacobins, and then they all close 
out Act Two. In Act Three, the chorus has a break in action until the Serenade 
‘performance’ and reconciliation scene. The chorus in Jakobín is a major part of the 
drama, and it acts and reacts according to the environment around it. The use of the 
chorus in this manner is a definite connection to the Verdi/Donizetti tradition of opera.   
 
Aside from the main drama, there are some wonderful comic moments in Jakobín, 
which are accented by Dvořák’s music. While the Purkrabí is a villain in the opera he is a 
comic one. His rage aria in Act One is legitimate as he is on his own, but everything else 
he does as far as interaction with other characters is over the top. His courtship of Terinka 
is complete with sappy, bad poetry, outdated ideas, and grand declamations. Dvořák 
gives the Purkrabí very formal music for his courtship in Act One, showing how outdated 
the Purkrabí’s methods are. Some of the courtship lines have long melismas that harken 
back to bygone eras, showing that the Purkrabí’s music is definitely of an older tradition. 
In Act Two, the Purkrabí and Terinka have a one-sided love duet in which he waxes 
poetically, and she continuously turns him down. A wonderful comic moment in Act 
Two occurs when the Purkrabí is threatening to take Jiří away to the castle, and Benda 
pleads with the Purkrabí to leave him be, not for Jiří’s sake, but over the fact that Jiří is 
the best tenor in the village and Benda’s Serenade will be ruined. The Purkrabí says that 
he himself will sing the tenor part for Benda, and while stating this, sings down to his 
lowest notes. Benda comments that the man obviously knows nothing about music. One 
who plays the Purkrabí has to walk a fine line as he cannot be played too much as a 
buffoon, or he will be unbelievable as a respectable city official. The Purkrabí believes 
first and foremost in his own self-importance. While the rehearsal scene with Benda and 
the ensemble has some moments of humour, the main feeling through the scene is of how 







passionate duet, which is cut short by Benda’s return to the schoolroom. To quickly cover 
up what they were doing, they grab random music from the desk and begin to start 
singing made-up music, saying that they were practicing the Serenade.  Benda comments 
that things sounded fine earlier in the rehearsal, and asks for the music. He looks at Jiří’s 
music and comments that he had the score for an Ave Maria for alto, while Terinka had 
music for a Te Deum for bass. The music of this section is a bit fragmented to show the 
agitation of this situation as Benda asks for an explanation for all of this. Terinka finally 
tells her father that she does not want to marry the Purkrabí. Benda is shocked as she 
would be marrying into the upper class, but she does not relent. Jiří and Terinka give 
Benda the prefect ultimatum, they threaten to sing badly at the performance of the 
Serenade. Benda realizes that there will be many foreign dignitaries at the ceremony, and, 
as the only Benda in Bohemia, his reputation is at stake. A trio begins in triple meter with 
Terinka mockingly singing Benda’s theme, Jiří mockingly singing the serenade theme, 
and Benda on quick sixteenth notes, showing his agitation and worry. As the trio begins 
to cadence, Jiří and Terinka stay united in their vocal lines, interchanging with Benda. 
The worry that Benda has at thinking his music will be sabotaged is quite humourous, 
and Dvořák uses the music to show this. 
 
There is only one major conflict in the opera, and it occurs in Act Two Scene 
Eight. Bohuš enters with Julie, and states that he will protect Jiří and the villagers from 
Adolf and the Purkrabí. The Purkrabí sees that the suspect has entered and runs off to 
gather witnesses and the castle guards. Adolf then recognizes Bohuš, and the old rivalry 
rekindles. Bohuš blames Adolf for causing the divide with his father, and Adolf accuses 
Bohuš of siding with ‘the common mob’ in the French revolution, and that now he will 
face destruction from the village mob. During the row, Julie prays to God for help, 
Terinka and Bohuš comment on the threats, and Jiří realizes that he finally recognizes the 
stranger as the Count’s long lost son. The villagers enter with the Purkrabí, and accuse 
Bohuš of being a Jacobin. In front of the villagers, Bohuš reveals that he has false 
documents under the name Ludvík Holman, which he used to escape France, but that he 







dead. The crowd doesn’t know what to think as the argument persists, and finally Bohuš 
is taken off to the castle by the guard, Adolf, and the Purkrabí. Act Two ends with the 
crowd in shock. The thematic music during this confrontation scene is based on variants 
of previous themes in the opera. Adolf’s lines are usually accompanied with a variation 
of the Purkrabí’s theme, linking those two characters by class status and the minuet 
structure of the music. Bohuš is represented by his theme, often played prevalently by the 
flute, brass, or oboe. The intermixing of these two themes is the perfect representation of 
the confrontation. The strong rhythmic intensity of Adolf’s music versus the long lyric 
line of Bohuš’ theme is a perfect juxtaposition in music of their personalities.   
An interesting musical scene occurs in Act Three Scene Two. As Scene Two 
opens, we hear a short iteration of Benda’s theme when Lotinka secretly lets Benda and 
Julie into the castle to appeal to the count on Bohuš’ behalf. Julie catches a glimpse of an 
old portrait of the deceased Countess, and there is a wonderful statement of Bohuš’ 
theme, his mother’s lullaby to him. She also sees the Countess’ harp, unused since her 
death, as Benda points out. While Julie is terribly worried, Benda tells her to keep her 
heart lifted, and that he will appeal to the Count on her behalf. The music used by 
Lotinka for sneaking in to the castle is also the music used by Julie when expressing her 
distress. It is a minor motive that is disjunctive for sneaking through the castle, followed 
by a lyric, melancholy line for Julie’s lamenting. Benda uses the same theme to comfort 
Julie, but changes it to the major mode. He gives her the advice in the Latin ‘Sursum 
Corda (Lift up your hearts)’ of the Mass (Figure 5.13), and by doing so, lifts up the 
second note in the theme by a semi-tone to make it a major theme. The subdivided triple 
meter under Lotinka’s and Julie’s minor key statements add to the anxiety of the 
situation, while the full quarter-notes under Benda’s major key statement gives us a sense 
of reassurance and strength.
13
  
                                                        
13 An interesting thing about the minor key iteration of this theme is that it is quite similar to a descending- 
line section in Rusalka’s Act Two aria in Dvořák’s Rusalka. The anxiety felt by Lotinka and Julie is similar 








Figure 5.13 – Sursum Corda theme in minor (Julie) and major (Benda), Act 3 Sc. 2 
 
Julie hides, while Benda goes to the next room to meet with the Count, Benda’s theme 
accompanying him assuredly as he is convinced that he can change the Count’s mind.  
 
The inclusion of dance rhythms is a key rhythmic feature in Jakobín. Dvořák 
employs dance rhythms from both the formal and folk traditions, using the likes of the 
minuet, the polka, and waltz. As an example, Jiří’s mocking aria in Act One is a polka (a 
folk dance), while the Purkrabí’s rage aria is a waltz rhythm (a formal rhythm). These 
rhythms were chosen very carefully by Dvořák as they represent characters or social 
classes. Act Three Scene Seven opens with a charming fanfare with brass and the full 
orchestra, likely composed by Benda to introduce the Serenade (Figure 5.14). The Count 
joins Adolf, the Purkrabí, and the party guests as Benda and the villagers prepare for the 
performance. The fanfare is structured in triple meter, fitting with the nobility's earlier 
musical statements. The Serenade begins with the serenade theme (woodwinds) and 
Benda’s theme (viola and cello) in the orchestra, and the children singing a type of 
counter melody to the serenade theme. It is important to note that the Serenade 








Figure 5.14 – The opening of the Serenade for children’s choir. Act 3 Sc. 7 
 
Dvořák’s own tempo marking indicates in Czech ‘po starosousedsku (in the style of an 
old sousedska).’ The sousedska is a slow, triple-meter, Bohemian dance, and Dvořák 
used this folk dance style many times, including in his Czech Suite op. 39, and in the op. 
46 and op. 72 cycles of his Slavonic Dances. The fact that this stylistic indication is given 
here at the ‘performance’ of the Serenade, and not in the rehearsal, is perhaps due to the 
Serenade being essentially a set piece within this larger scene. While the themes still 
exist, the structure of the Serenade is different, and is not a verbatim repeat of the Act 
Two scene. Obviously, Benda has been doing some revising as the children’s chorus 
dominates the work, and the solo sections for Terinka and Jiří are omitted. The familiar 
Serenade music is followed by a Coda section for the children, in duple meter, and then 
an orchestral ritornello in triple meter with the serenade theme. The second half of the 
Serenade is a chorus for the villagers, and is in duple meter and in the style of a quaint 
folk dance (Figure 5.15). The structure is standard in Czech folk music as the verse is in 
two four-bar sections, with those being further divided into two two-bar sections. The 
first two-bar sections of each of the four-bar sections are identical, which follows in 








Figure 5.15 – Part two of the Act 3 Serenade – folk dance chorus of the villagers  
 
A rousing chorus of ‘Juchej (hurrah)’ closes out the Serenade introduction. Benda 
then asks the count if he can now present his solemn play, indicating that the dramatic 
scene of the Serenade with Genius (Jiří), Flora (Terinka), and the chorus of elves (chorus) 
would have followed this introduction of praise for the Count. The Count tells Benda to 
wait, as he wants to present the new lord to everyone. There is another regal brass fanfare 
as Adolf moves forward to receive the honour, but the Count says that before he gives up 
his rule, he wants to forgive any prisoners locked up in the castle. Adolf denies that there 
are any, but the Purkrabí confesses that there is a single prisoner. Adolf says that the man 
is Ludvik Holman, a stranger, and at that point the Count knows that Adolf is hiding 
someone. Adolf is dismissed from the Count’s presence. All cast enter now for a heart-
warming reconciliation of father and son. The Purkrabí declares that the world is upside 
down, and he is lost. As all join in singing, a variation of Benda’s theme can be heard in 
the orchestra. All sing and dance in a folk dance in duple meter that ends with a grand 
statement of Benda’s theme. That very well could be the end of the opera, but Dvořák 









Figure 5.16 – Act 3 minuet based on Benda’s theme 
 
This is followed by a shift to a new minuet in the theme of Act One Scene Three. Then 
follows a polka section in which the chorus alternates with the dance music, and finally 
the children enter with a closing sung statement of Benda’s theme, transposed to fit the 
duple meter of the polka rhythm (Figure 5.17).  
 
Figure 5.17 – Final polka chorus with Benda’s theme in the children’s choir 
 
After the chorus finishes, the orchestral ritornello builds into the last thematic statement: 







The inclusion of the dance sections at the end of the opera can feel a bit 
shoehorned in, but Dvořák found a winning formula with his Slavonic Dances, and stuck 
with it. As John Tyrell states, “after the popularity of the Slavonic Dances, Dvořák made 
increasing use of dance in his operas for formal dances, for instance in The Jacobin and 
Rusalka, and as an important element in the general construction of the score (Tyrell, 
1988: 238).” Indeed, one can hear the influences of Slavic dance rhythms throughout 
Jakobín, and the final dances serve almost as a symphonic dance suite of the opera, as 
there is thematic material from the opera used in original forms and also variants.  
 
Jakobín is an opera of two stories. While the title story of the opera focuses on 
Bohuš and his return to grace and reconciliation with his father, there is a secondary story 
that is just as important. The story of Terinka, Jiří and the Purkrabí is a love triangle 
rooted in the French tale of Le Devin du Village by Rousseau. The two young peasant 
lovers (tenor and soprano) have their love tested by the mischievous upper class villain 
(bass).  Benda the schoolmaster is one of the only characters to be actively involved in 
both stories as he is Terinka’s father and tries to broker her marriage to the Purkrabí, but 
he also acts as an intermediary for Bohuš and Julie to the Count. The dramatic action 
revolves around Benda. In contrast, Bohuš, as title character in Jakobín, is actually not in 
the opera that much. When he is, he commands the scenes, but in sheer load of sung 
music, Bohuš sits behind Benda, Terinka, Jiří, and the Purkrabí. The main antagonist in 
Jakobín is the Purkrabí, but he is more comedic, and is more of an antagonist to Jiří, not 
Bohuš. Adolf is the main foil for Bohuš, but has such a small role that his effectiveness as 
a villain is questionable. Musically, the four main musical themes of Bohuš’ lullaby, Jiří, 
Benda, and the Purkrabí continue throughout the entire drama.  
Dramatically, the opera may not have a central, large-scale conflict, such as 
Carmen, Aida, or other operas of the day, but it still does present a drama, albeit on a 
smaller scale. While the stakes may never feel dire, there is a real danger to Julie and 
Bohuš should Adolf gain power. Also, Terinka would live a life of forfeit should the 
Purkrabí send Jiří off to the army, and force his marriage on her. There is no major 







but what Dvořák and Červinková-Riegrová give us is perhaps more special than that. For 
two-and-a-half hours, they give a glimpse into the people and scenarios of Czech village 
life in the late Eighteenth Century. The characters are all vibrant and living stage 
personas, and easy to invest in emotionally. The chorus is used perfectly as dramatic 
commentary, and also for giving a sense of the village life that Dvořák knew when 
growing up. Count Lobkowicz and his family administered Dvořák’s hometown of 
Nelahozves. The castle in Nelahozeves dominated the skyline, and the situation would 
have been similar to the Count Vilém’s castle in Jakobín. The similarities between 
Dvořák’s teacher Antonín Liehmann and Benda have already been mentioned, showing 
Dvořák’s personal connection to the subject matter as John Clapham stated earlier in this 
chapter. Another interesting comment comes from Jan Smaczny in discussing the finales 
of Act One and Two, “…underlying the power of these finales is the composer’s 
experience of Verdi and French grand opera put to work with fine effect in the 
conclusions of acts in the two grand operas Vanda and Dimitrij” (Smaczny in 
Beckerman, 1993: 117). 
 
While John Tyrell’s survey book of Czech opera is an essential read for the study 
of the subject matter, its only drawback is the broad overviews. Tyrell does give some 
interesting insight into the character of Benda, and the schoolroom scene in Act Two: 
But the most famous musician in this opera, and in all Czech opera, was 
Benda, the choirmaster of the late eighteenth-century Bohemian country town 
where the opera is set. At the beginning of act 2 there is an entire choir-
rehearsal scene of a cantata that Benda has composed. [Benda] is a 
professional and his choir rehearsal is to be taken seriously. If he comes 
across at all as a comic character it is not because he is self-important… but 
because of his fussy attention to detail and because he is completely single-
minded about his ‘klasicka muzika’… Dvořák composed an example of a 
typical rural cantata, old fashioned but quite elaborate in the florid demands it 
makes on its soloists. It recalls with respect and affection a tradition of Czech 
village classicism exemplified in the works of Brixi and other minor 
eighteenth-century Czech composers and which would have provided Dvořák 








This quote by Tyrell fits in with the concept that Dvořák used his intimate knowledge of 
‘village classicism’ from his childhood, and wove it into the fabric of Jakobín’s folk 
music styles.  
The naivety of the work still does not explain why, with all its musical 
superiority, The Jacobin did not even approach the international recognition 
accorded to The Bartered Bride. Most probably this is because the 
sentimental denouement, when the old Count is moved and softened by a 
lullaby, is difficult to make acceptable today, but this is the genuine Dvořák. 
(Honolka, 2004: 72) 
 
Kurt Honolka’s take on Jakobín is one that presents a conundrum of the current state of 
most of Dvořák’s operas, they suffer from being confined only within the Czech 
Republic, or no performances whatsoever. It is fitting, however, that the final word goes 
to Dvořák, and how he felt about Jakobín in a letter to Alois Göbl:  
Yesterday I finished the score of Act I and I am perfectly satisfied with it. I 
think that this time those who have doubts about my dramatic talent will be 
satisfied if not surprised. Just as “The Spectre’s Bride” and [Saint] Ludmilla 
are the first among my works (outside the theatre), I think “The Jacobin” will 
be the first among the operas. (Šourek, 1954: 120) 
 
Marie Červinková-Riegrová also gave an account of Dvořák’s pleasure with Jakobín: 
…Early in the morning visitors arrived. Dvořák came with a broad smile 
which he reserves for occasions when he is in a specially good mood. He had 
come, he said, to congratulate me as he was not able to come yesterday, and I 
could not help saying to him that now perhaps he could judge whether the 
musical critics were right who for so many years discouraged him from 
composing the libretto…(Šourek, 1954: 120) 
 
Dvořák himself recognized the value of his work in Jakobin; the best of his operas so far, 











Analysis of Dvořák’s Rusalka 
 
In 1989, Walt Disney Pictures released one of its greatest film successes to date: 
The Little Mermaid, based on the story by Hans Christian Andersen. It is credited with 
breathing life back into the animated film genre, and also for bringing about the ‘Disney 
Renaissance’. The movie was a musical work and told the story of the mermaid Ariel, 
who fell in love with a Prince and dreamt about being human. Ariel made a bargain with 
the sea witch to achieve this goal against the wishes of her father King Triton, the water 
god. Ariel had to give up her voice to the witch in exchange for humanity. Audiences fell 
in love with the movie, and it became an instant hit. What most people didn’t realize is 
that the story had previously been set to music and stage by Czech composer Antonín 
Dvořák in 1900. The parallels between characters, and even the musical layout of both 
works, are clearly evident. Could Dvořák have laid the groundwork that would someday 
revitalize the Disney Corporation?  
Rusalka is Dvořák’s penultimate opera, and undoubtedly his most famous.  
Composed over a seven-month period of creative ferocity, Rusalka was set to a libretto 
by Jaroslav Kvapil, which draws upon Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid, 
Czech folklore, and fairytales. Dvořák drew upon the folk character of Karel Erben’s 
Kytice, a collection of Czech folkloric stories, for inspiration in his Symphonic Poems for 
Orchestra. The characters of Rusalka, Vodník, and Ježibaba are based on Czech 
mythological figures. The work has now been overshadowed by its famous aria, 
Rusalka’s ‘Song to the Moon’, but was, as a whole, extremely popular in Prague during 
Dvořák’s time. As with the rest of Dvořák’s operas, save Šelma Sedlák, it was never 
staged outside of the Czech Republic in Dvořák’s lifetime, and in the case of many of the 
major opera houses, not until close to one hundred years after its premiere. As with 
Jakobín, the question arises, “why?” 
The story behind the libretto is that Kvapil had offered the story to a handful of 
other composers before approaching Dvořák. Timothy Cheek states that many detractors 
of Rusalka use this as a point of contention concerning the libretto. After all, these other 







had approached three leading Czech composers…before offering his libretto to Dvořák, 
and all three had rejected it, the implication being that Dvořák was not as discerning as 
the others, and therefore the opera is flawed with a bad libretto” (Cheek: 2013, 61). 
Another comment that is made about the libretto is that it doesn’t lend itself to ensemble 
singing, and is therefore not Italian enough. Within Wagner’s idiom, the text is mostly 
sung straight through, and there is very little ensemble singing in his operatic output. The 
fact that Dvořák was following the Wagnerian idiom in Rusalka seems to be overlooked 
by the people who complain about this reason. Jakobín and other operas were in the 
Italian tradition, and followed that style and structure perfectly. Rusalka was in the 
Wagnerian tradition, and adhered to the guidelines of that style. Kvapil’s libretto for 
Rusalka draws inspiration from Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid, and 
Foqué’s Undine.  
While the story itself may have foreign influences, the treatment by Kvapil is 
quintessentially Czech. The setting of the libretto within Bohemian folklore is a perfect 
nationalistic direction. Aside from the Prince, and his court, the characters in Rusalka all 
draw their impetus from Czech folklore. (Kvapil was also very familiar with the 
collection of Bohemian folk tales of K.J. Erben (entitled Kytice), two of which are within 
the opera Rusalka, and also within Dvořák’s Symphonic Poems, namely Vodník and 
Polednice). Kvapil’s use of Slavic mythological themes is an essential part of the opera. 
Three major figures in Rusalka are also three major figures in Slavic mythology, and 
even the Gamekeeper and Turnspit were vocations that existed in Czech society.  
 
Rusalka herself is a mystical figure who has parallels throughout European 
culture. The Rusalki, or Nixe (German), were watery creatures that enticed men with 
their songs and dances. Rusalki were usually young women who had died in or near a 
river or lake, or un-baptized children, or children who had drowned. Rusalki often 
appeared naked, and lured passersby to watery graves. Once a year, the Rusalki gathered 
for a festival in the woods filled with games and circle dances. This is perhaps the reason 
for the games at the beginning of the opera. Rusalki reside in lakes or ponds, and often sit 







said that a Rusalka’s eyes are pale, and her hair perpetually wet. Men who fall victim to 
her seductions are said to die in her arms. Dvořák uses this at the end of the opera when 
the Prince falls into Rusalka’s arms and kisses her for the first time. 
Vodník, whose name comes from the word ‘Voda’ (Czech for water) is another 
being from Slavic myth. Likened on a smaller scale to Poseidon, or Triton, Vodník is a 
water spirit who governs over aquatic domains. When a man or boy drowns in a lake or 
pond, his spirit becomes a Vodník. It is green, bloated, scary, and very unfriendly. Unable 
to come to terms with his own drowning, Vodník will take it out on people who swim in 
his pond by grabbing their legs and trying to pull them under to keep him company. One 
can appease Vodník by taking off one’s hat while passing by the pond, or addressing him 
with a respectful hello. Fishermen must offer him a fish in tribute or risk Vodník tearing 
their nets to shreds.
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 In his Symphonic Poems (based on texts by Erben), Dvořák uses the 
Vodník as a subject for one of the movements. In Erben’s poem, a young girl is pulled in 
to the water by Vodník and is taken as his wife. After their first child is born, Vodník 
allows her to return home briefly, but when the wife fails to return, he murders the child 
and tosses the body at the door of the wife’s hut. Rusalka’s Vodník is a father figure, and 
more of a protagonist than a villain. He shows this in his compassion for his daughter and 
her situation, even after she has gone against his will. Vodník proves he is a force to be 
reckoned with in Act Two and Act Three when, enraged, he appears to the Prince and the 
Gamekeeper and Scullion respectively and curses them, vowing revenge.  
One of the most terrifying creatures in Slavic mythology is Ježibaba, also known 
as Baba Yaga. Ježibaba is witch-like figure that flies around in a giant mortar, kidnaps 
and eats children, and lives in a hut on chicken feet. She is often an antagonist in Slavic 
folk tales, but has also been known, rarely, to provide wisdom, advice, and guidance to 
lost souls. It is said that if you look directly at Ježibaba, you become petrified and turned 
to stone. She then uses her mortar to grind you up. Her mouth contains sharp pointy 
knives as teeth. The chicken-legged hut is found deep in the woods, and is guarded by a 
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 When travelling throughout the Czech Republic, I encountered many small Vodník statues along rivers, 
and by bridges and waterwheels. The statues depict a small gnome wearing green, and smoking a pipe. 







fence of human bones that has skulls on each picket, except for one, which is reserved for 
the hero or heroine of the story. The hut itself is a living being. It doesn’t reveal a door 
until magic words are spoken. Czech children are told the stories of Ježibaba, or as some 
have known her in English children’s books, Boney Legs. Ježibaba shares similarities 
with the witch from the Hansel and Gretel tales. Ježibaba is out for her own gain, and 
should never be trusted since she is a master manipulator. Dvořák keeps his Jezibaba true 
to the myth as she helps Rusalka only when Rusalka agrees to Ježibaba’s demanding 
terms, and manipulates Rusalka in Act Three, when she offers her a way out by killing 
the Prince; something Ježibaba knows Rusalka will never do. Dvořák’s Ježibaba also 
shows her true nature as a child-eater as she ponders eating the young Turnspit in Act 
Three. 
The use of folk influences carries over from setting and characters, and into the 
music itself. While the style of Rusalka’s music is linked closely to the Wagnerian 
through-composed form, the inclusion of folk rhythms and structures is another link to 
Rusalka’s nationalism. The through-composed form also lends itself to modulations in 
tonality between scenes. In the case of arias, there are sometimes modulatory sections 
that act as a bridge between the end of an aria into the next section. 
 
During Dvořák’s lifetime, only one of his operas was staged outside of the Czech 
lands, Šelma Sedlák, in Vienna and Dresden. It was at the ill-fated performance in 
Dresden, in 1882, where the police were called to be on riot alert. It was only the third 
Czech opera to ever be performed in Germany, and subsequent poorly attended 
performances in Hamburg and Vienna all but stifled the work in reaching a larger 
audience. The politics of the time were in full swing, and Dvořák was caught in the 
middle of it. The players were set in the form of Young Liberal Germans who wanted to 
expel everything which was not distinctly German, The Conservative Austro-Germans 
who wanted to keep the distinct cultures of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, The ‘Old 
Czechs’ who were conservatives but also wanted to create a distinct Czech culture within 
the Austro-Hungarian framework, and finally the ‘Young Czechs’ who were radical in 







independence. Caught at the epicenter of all of this was Dvořák; a polarizing figure on 
both sides of the two debates, ‘What is Czech?’ and ‘What is German?’ The 
Brahms/Hanslick traditionalist school felt that within his opera and vocal works, Dvořák 
was ‘too Czech’. Their prescription for this ‘malady’ was a steady diet of German opera 
libretti, a move to Vienna (to be funded entirely by Brahms) and even the Germanizing of 
Dvořák’s name. The Hostinksý/Nejedly modernist school, which admired Smetana and 
Wagnerism, felt that Dvořák was not Czech enough, and by not embracing modernism, 
was selling out to the Austro-Germans. For Dvořák, it was either feast or famine; public 
opinion wanted him to be one or the other, and never in between. Dvořák was never 
overtly committed to a particular corner of this political and cultural free-for-all, but 
rooted himself in his own thoughts and patriotism, which, upon inspection, put him 
within the realm of the Conservative Austro-Germans and the ‘Old Czechs’.  
It is through the filter of this environment that Dvořák’s operas become quite 
intriguing, not only from a musical standpoint, but from a cultural-political one as well. 
On the surface, they are just operas based on ‘Czechness’ (as Dvořák scholar Michael 
Beckerman coined the phrase), but upon inspection, they are distinct works that show 
Dvořák’s masterful versatility as a composer, and his ability to capture the nationalistic 
fervor about which he felt so strongly. The spilling over of these cultural/political debates 
into the arts community caused a great deal of hardship for Dvořák the opera composer.  
Rusalka, considered his crowning achievement by many, felt the brunt of it. Dvořák was 
at the height of his creativity, and international fame. He had garnered success in 
England, and had returned triumphant from his stay in the United States. He was a major 
name in the music world, and his orchestral and chamber music was regarded around the 
globe. Rusalka was a work that should have been destined for the great opera stages of 
the budding Twentieth Century. What happened then? Questions about Rusalka’s ill-
fated ‘premiere’ in Vienna will be dealt with in a subsequent chapter. Let us first look at 
Rusalka through musical analysis and subject matter in hopes of dispelling the foreign 








The story of Rusalka takes place in an unnamed land ruled by a Prince. Outside of 
his castle grounds, there is a large wooded area with a lake in the middle of it. The light 
of the moon shines down onto the lake as three Wood Sprites come to the lake to perform 
their round dance. The playful nature of their dance is to arouse Vodník, the water sprite, 
to come and play games with them. As Vodník awakes and greets them, he encourages 
them to come down into the lake with him. The Wood Sprites entice Vodník by the offer 
of a kiss from whichever sprite he catches. As the revels die down and the Wood Sprites 
return to their forest, Vodník watches the water nymph, Rusalka, awake. Rusalka 
confesses to Vodník that she wants to leave the lake and become human. Horrified, 
Vodník warns her that if she leaves the lake, she will be forsaken, and subjected to the 
harsh world of humanity. Rusalka states that she wants to have a human soul so that she 
can feel loved by the Prince, who often comes to the lake. As Vodník descends back into 
the lake, he advises that Ježibaba, the forest witch, is the only one who can help her to 
become human. Alone by the lake, Rusalka looks to the silver moon in the sky, and asks 
it to look after her love until she can embrace him. Rusalka calls out for Ježibaba, who 
appears and magically grants Rusalka legs so that she can walk to Ježibaba’s hut. Once at 
the hut, Ježibaba agrees to make Rusalka human, but Rusalka must sacrifice her voice in 
exchange. Rusalka agrees and Ježibaba casts a spell through her magic words. Rusalka is 
made human as the hut vanishes. Finding herself outside, Rusalka hears a far off horn 
call, and a hunter singing a song. In a flash, the Prince arrives on the scene, exhausted 
from chasing a mysterious white doe. He sees the lake and feels that some power has 
drawn him there; that is when he sees the now human Rusalka. While he realizes love can 
be fickle, he professes his love for Rusalka and guides her off to the castle. 
Act Two, situated entirely at the castle, begins with an interesting twist. Two 
members of the castle staff, the Gamekeeper and his nephew, the Turnspit, discuss what 
has been happening at the castle since the Prince brought the mysterious woman back 
from the woods. The Prince has decided to marry Rusalka. They recount the arrival of a 
Foreign Princess who has been spending time with the Prince, and how the mysterious 
woman from the woods doesn’t speak a word. They believe that she must be cursed. As 







Rusalka sits off to the side, realizing that the Foreign Princess is a threat to her love. A 
courtly dance brings a parade of the castle guests, which Rusalka watches with a sullen 
expression. As the guests return into the castle, along with the Prince and Foreign 
Princess, Vodník appears to Rusalka from the courtyard pond. He laments her plight and 
sings of woe, but urges her to persist. As Vodník vanishes back into the pond, the Prince 
and Foreign Princess return to the courtyard. The Prince is now fully enamored with the 
Foreign Princess, and openly renounces Rusalka. Vodník reappears to curse the Prince, 
and when the Prince cries for help, the Foreign Princess discards him and leaves.  
As Act Three begins, Rusalka is sitting by the lake, lamenting her situation. She 
cannot return to the depths of the lake, and she has been forsaken by humanity. Ježibaba 
comes and offers her a way out; by killing the Prince, she can return to her life as a water 
nymph. Rusalka’s love is so strong that she cannot bring herself to accept the terms. She 
values his happiness so much that she would suffer for it. The Gamekeeper and Turnspit 
venture into the woods to find Ježibaba. They tell her that the Prince is ill, and must have 
been cursed by the mysterious woman, and ask Ježibaba for help, but Vodník appears to 
scare them away, before vowing to seek revenge on the human race. As moonlight 
touches the lake, Rusalka can hear the Wood Sprites beginning their round dance again. 
They try and entice Vodník as usual, but he is not in the mood. The Wood Sprites lament 
the fact that poor Rusalka is cursed, and then disappear. The Prince returns to the lake 
and recognizes Rusalka in the moonlight, and realizes that he does love her. Rusalka can 
at last speak to the Prince and explains that, through his actions, she is cursed to dissolve 
into sea foam. If he loves her now, he will die. As the Prince embraces Rusalka, she 
draws the life out of him, and they both sink into the abyss of the lake.  
  
Before delving further into the composition of the work, it is important to present 
the evidence regarding the leitmotifs. (This information is unique to this study, as no 
outside researchers have taken on the cataloguing of these leitmotifs). As in Wagner, the 
leitmotifs in Rusalka are linked to specific characters or occurrences. Figure 5.18 is a 









Figure 5.18 – The leitmotif list for Rusalka 
 
Vodník, the water sprite and ruler of the lake, has a motif that sounds much like the 
gurgling of a stream or bog. The Wood Sprites, also supernatural beings, mimic the 
Vodník’s motif, with an added turn at the end. Ježibaba’s magical Transformation motif 







Wood Sprite motif except for the harmonies that accompany it. Also, during the magic 
spell scene, Ježibaba’s motif goes from a triple rhythm to a duple one. The four-note 
Love/Fate motif is one of the motifs that is most frequent throughout the entire work, and 
is universal to all characters in the piece. Vodník sings the motif after his failed attempt 
to catch one of the wood sprites for a wife, Rusalka has the motif surround her 
throughout the opera, the Prince has the motif included in his wooing of the foreign 
princess, and the opera even closes with an upper resolution Love motif as Rusalka and 
the Prince meet their fate together. These are just some of the instances of this powerful 
motif. The use of leitmotifs in Rusalka is very different from the recurring themes in 
Jakobín, as Rusalka has many different motifs occurring at the same time. For example, 
there are many instances of the Fate Motif occurring at the same time as the 
Angst/Anticipation Motif. This is quite different form Jakobín, and the Verdi tradition, 
where thematic overlap is sparse. 
When looking at the overtures of Dvořák’s other operas, including Jakobín, one 









Figure 5.19 – The overture to Rusalka (pages 1-2) 
 
There is a distinct lack of form in this overture when compared to Dvořák’s other opera 
overtures, such as Jakobín and Tvrdé Palice. The overture almost embodies the idea of 
the mist over moonlit lake (an image that is synonymous with the opera). There is much 
mystery and foreboding about the overture. While Jakobín’s overture was distinct from 
the rest of the opera, Rusalka’s overture is the ‘Rosetta stone’ to the leitmotifs of the 
opera. Within the overture, we are introduced to four main leitmotifs: Vodník, the water 
sprite (the ruler in the water represented by gurgling), The Prince (played on the hunting 
horn), Rusalka’s Fate motif (a long, melancholic phrase), and her Angst/Anticipation 
motif (an agitated ascending chromatic line). Along with the Love/Fate motif, these 
motifs form the backbone of the opera—they permeate the work entirely. It is safe to 
assume that Dvořák was more concerned with setting the mood, and introducing the main 
leitmotifs, than with following any kind of structure or form. This overture is a 







next; the overture, as well as the opera, exists in the moment. In an ironic twist, one 
would assume that the numbers opera, Jakobin, would have a stand-alone overture, but 
Jakobín’s overture runs right into the next scene. It is Rusalka’s overture, the 
unstructured, through-composed work, which actually does finish with a clean break 
before the first scene. 
A study of the four main characters in the opera; Rusalka, Vodník, Ježibaba, and 
the Prince, shows distinct motifs linked with each. These motifs were crafted by Dvořák 
to be representative of their character types. As is seen in the Leitmotif List (Figure 5.18), 
Vodník’s gurgling motif is linked with the water, and the lake. The Prince’s motif is 
linked closely with hunting calls. Rusalka’s motif gives a sense of longing and desire, 
while Ježibaba’s transformation motif is linked to the Wood Sprites, and their folk 
dances. Each of the characters have their own idiom in which they sing.  
 
Rusalka sings through much of Act One until the transformation, is then mute 
until the last third of Act Two, and then sings through virtually all of Act Three. A 
criticism often heard of Rusalka is that the leading woman and title character is silent for 
a good portion of the opera. While some may feel that is a detriment, Rusalka still has 
three demanding arias, and wonderful dialogue scenes with Vodník, Ježibaba, and the 
Prince. With the opera being through-composed, it is difficult to isolate specific scenes, 
but analysis of Rusalka’s three arias shows a diverse character whose music extends far 
beyond the beauty of her first aria, and the most famous piece in the opera, ‘Měsíčku na 
nebi hlubokém (Moon in the deep sky)’, (Figure 5.20, known in music circles as The 








Figure 5.20 – Opening of Rusalka’s Song to the Moon  
 
This aria comes early in the opera, just shortly after Rusalka’s first entrance. The harp is 
closely associated with her character, and this aria begins with a harp introduction and a 
statement of Rusalka’s motif. Rusalka’s motif is linked to the humanity motif in that the 
humanity motive is a shorter version of Rusalka’s motif. This shows that Rusalka defines 
herself by her desire to be human, and therefore the character and the desire are 
essentially one in the same. The aria proper opens with an ostinato line in the strings, 
which repeats until Rusalka begins singing. The aria’s home key is Gb major, and for the 
most part, the aria stays close to this key, with a few small variations. 
 The aria is a strophic aria of two verses, each verse has A and B sections. Tonally, 
the A section begins with the string ostinato that oscillates between I and V, and this 
continues into the beginning of the sung text with the addition of IV and VI chords. The 
tonal simplicity of the opening two stanzas of text symbolizes the focus of her prayer to 
the moon. As the text proceeds to the next stanzas, and Rusalka shifts focus from the 
moon to the man she loves, the tonality becomes more complex with dominant seventh 
chords, cadential     -     motions, expansion of ii, and sequences of intermediary 
harmonies. The A section ends on the I chord, with the upper strings ascending 
chromatically up the scale to segue into the I chord that begins the B section. Four bars 
into the B section, there is a non-chord tone, Eb major, which is used quite effectively. 
The progression moves: 


















This use of the Eb major tonic as a mixture chord is very effective in that it adds an 
unknown quality to the progression. The Eb major chord is related to the VI chord of Gb 
major, but just with a raised third, so the progression from the mixture chord to the VI 
chord is easy. The mixture chord also comes at a part when Rusalka is asking the moon 
where her lover is, so the mixture chord can create the image of searching (Figure 5.21). 
Ending the B section are multiple statements of the Angst/Anticipation motif. 
 
Figure 5.21 – Chord progressions in B section of Song to the Moon, Eb major mixture chord 
 
After the B section of the second verse, a Coda section closes out the aria, where Rusalka 
asks the moon to have the Prince dream of her and remember her, and finally pleads for 
the moon to not disappear. This Coda begins in a quasi-recitative style, with statements of 
the Humanity motif, Anticipation motif, and harp arpeggios (which have been associated 
with Rusalka from her first appearance). The tonality under the recitative section is really 
quite brilliant as Dvořák oscillates between major and minor to give an impression of 
Rusalka’s unsure situation, and since the key of Gb minor doesn’t exist in formal 
harmony, Dvořák moves between Gb major and the enharmonic minor of Gb major, F# 







flats for some notes. For each closing statement of ‘nezhasni (do not disappear)’, the 
phrases rise in pitch. Ironically, what is recognized as the signature high note at the end 
of the aria did not exist originally. Illustration 5.1 is a photograph of the final bars of the 
aria from Dvořák’s own hand-written manuscript of Rusalka.  
 
Illustration 5.1 – Final bars of The Song to the Moon, with interpolated high note written in pencil 
 
The final note, in Dvořák’s ink, stays on the Gb for the duration of the syllable, and then 
finishes the piece as normal. A penciled-in Bb, with a question mark (also in pencil), can 
be seen in this manuscript excerpt. When Dvořák added the alternate Bb is unknown, and 
indeed no one at the Czech Museum of Music seems to have an answer. Also curious is 
the scratched note after the pencil note. It is hard to determine, but appears to be the 
descending Ab passing note, which is also sung in most recordings and contemporary 
interpretations. The conclusion of this question is that the Urtext edition of the score, 
produced by Bärenreiter, only gives the Bb and passing Ab in that section, not the lower 
Gb, and gives no indication that there was any other option than the Bb. Whereas concert 







audience applause after this beautiful aria, Dvořák kept with the Wagnerian style and the 
opera continues directly after the aria.
15
 As Rusalka resigns herself to forfeit her watery 
form and seek out humanity, there are two soft statements of Vodník’s motif, almost as a 
last reminder of her former life in the water. 
Rusalka’s Act Two aria is sadly overlooked in the dramatic soprano repertoire. 
Vocally well rested, Dvořák gives Rusalka a ‘barnburner’ of a second aria. The anxiety, 
confusion, and fury that she feels over her predicament with the Prince and Foreign 
Princess explode into a spectacular piece (Figure 5.22).  
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 In fact, many concert versions of the Song to the Moon end with an imposed final chord, which is 








Figure 5.22 – Rusalka’s Act 2 aria -The rising tessitura shows the urgency of her state 
 
The aria is in 4/4 meter, and contains an A-B-A-Coda structure. It shifts through various 
tonalities, showing Rusalka’s frustration and worry over the situation, but the home key 
for the aria is B flat minor. A folksong quality permeates the melodic line, which features 
wonderfully soaring melismatic lines. Statements of the Humanity motif (including one 
which she sings outright) and Vodník’s water motif can be heard as Rusalka toils over the 








Rusalka’s third aria harkens back to the calm of the Act One aria (Figure 5.23).  
 
Figure 5.23 – Act 3 aria for Rusalka – Angst motif as ostinato 
 
This aria uses the Angst motif as an ostinato, much in the same way as the short ostinato 
motif in The Song to the Moon. This could be due to the fact that both arias take place in 
the same location, by the lake in the woods. The rhythm of this aria is compound duple 
meter, with the aria beginning in F major, which some would feel is an odd choice for a 
lamenting aria, but fits Rusalka’s state. She is sad, but has resigned herself to her fate, 
and has found contentment in that. The aria is structured as A-A
1
-B-C-D-A-Coda. The A 
section ends in F major, but the A
1
 section begins in A minor, with the same text. The B 
section brings new text, and a new key of B minor. The general melodic style of the A, 
A’, and B sections are very similar, with minor variations. Section C features a change in 
the melodic invention of the aria, and the key of D flat major, and then moves to the 
enharmonic, C sharp minor. The D section acts as a sort of bridge between C and the 
recapitulation of A. It has two statements of the Fate motif, and then sparse 
accompaniment as Rusalka sings in quasi-recitative style, asking to die. A return to the A 







identical to the first A section. A similar Coda to the Song to the Moon closes out this 
third aria, with a building arpeggio to the high note. While this aria isn’t as spectacular as 
Rusalka’s previous two arias, it has a beautiful melody, and portrays the character’s 
somber feelings perfectly. The constant modulation of keys also contributes to the 
ambiguous nature of Rusalka’s feelings, sad at her state, but happy in wanting death. 
 
The character of Vodník serves two purposes in the opera. He is the foreboding 
water goblin that rules all water in the land, but is also Rusalka’s father figure in the 
opera. While he is powerful, he spends most of the opera lamenting the cruel fate that 
Rusalka has brought upon herself. In the opening of the opera, he is playful with the 
Wood Sprites as they entice him. With Rusalka, he is caring and concerned, and with the 
humans, he is vengeful. Vodník’s musical style is definitely in line with the Wagnerian 
style; his music is often fragmented, with only a handful of truly lyrical sections (his aria 
being one). His musical interaction is mostly in the Wagnerian dialogue singing style; 
aside from a section with the chorus, Vodník does not ever sing simultaneously with any 
other character. In Act Two, the end of the Polonaise and the exit of the party guests 
(from the courtyard into palace) coincide with a strong brass statement of the Fate motif, 
followed by the Angst motif in the low strings. These two motifs signal the emergence of 
Vodník from a garden pond, and Vodník’s aria begins with an introductory statement of 
Vodník’s Warning motif, mixed with Vodník’s Anger motif. The aria proper (Figure 
5.24) is in 6/8, and begins in the key of E minor. The rocking nature of the rhythm likens 
it to waves in a lake, but also to a lullaby.
16
 Vodník tells Rusalka that the Prince could 
never fully love her, and that she is cursed. Her sisters in the water search for her, but if 
she returns, she will be doomed to a false existence. 
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 While in Náměšt’ nad Oslavou in the Czech Republic, I encountered a man who mentioned that his 
father used to sing Vodník’s aria to him as a lullaby when he was a child. This supports the lullaby-like 








Figure 5.24 – The opening of Vodník’s aria and the shift from E minor to E major 
 
The aria is strophic, and in two verses, with each verse following the same tonality, and 
ending with an orchestral ritornello and a warning statement by Vodník. The verse begins 
in E minor, and then shifts to E major, with a final section in Db major. The shift between 
E minor to E major is accomplished through the common dominant chord as a pivot 
chord in the second bar of the second system in Figure 5.24. The alternating chords of E 
major and minor underneath the vocal lines, and subdivided into the sixteenth notes, add 
to the wave-like rocking feel. While Vodník’s sadness and pity for Rusalka is portrayed 
in the music, the final statements of each verse are foreboding and ominous of what is to 
come. As Vodník finishes his aria, the trumpet calls of the Polonaise are heard from 
inside the palace. 
Something must be said here about the nature of the Fate motive, as it appears in 
several variations throughout the opera. The Fate motif takes the form of a reversed 
quasi-cambiata motion from the counterpoint tradition. As can be seen in Figure 5.25, the 








    
Figure 5.25 – Cambiata and Fate motif  (Vodník statement) comparison 
 
The Fate motif moves in ascending step, descending leap, and descending step. 
Obviously the tonal implications of any similarity can be dismissed. The Fate motif’s 
outer stepward motions are by semitones, while the middle, descending interval can 
change from a fifth to a tri-tone depending on the mood Dvořák wants to create. There 
are variants of this motif throughout the opera, including a very unique variant as the love 
motif. The variants shown earlier on the Leitmotif List are the ones most frequently used 
by Dvořák.  
 
As mentioned earlier, Ježibaba is another character that exists in Czech folklore. 
Ježibaba is interesting in that she is the only character to have regular interaction with 
both the human world and the mythological world. While Vodník does appear to the 
Prince, and the Gamekeeper and Turnspit, it is on a supernatural level. With Ježibaba, 
there is natural interaction. It is even suggested that the Gamekeeper has been to visit 
Ježibaba on previous occasions, as he knows the way to her dwelling, and how to deal 
with her. Vodník is also familiar with Ježibaba in that he recommends her magic to 
Rusalka as the only way to become human. Ježibaba’s first scene in the opera is 
memorable. Immediately following The Song to the Moon, an off-stage warning from 
Vodník is heard as Rusalka continues to call for Ježibaba. A dialogue scene occurs as 
Ježibaba comes to answer the cries for help. Rusalka gives an impassioned plea to 
Ježibaba, and is granted feet to gain her freedom from the water, allowing her to travel 
into Ježibaba’s hut. Ježibaba agrees to aid Rusalka and make her human, but at the price 
of her protective water veil; that will prevent humans from understanding her language, 







win her love, then she will be cursed and forced back to the water as a will-o-the-wisp, 
and her only love will also die. While explaining this curse, Ježibaba’s vocal line jumps 
by large intervals, sometimes even an octave, signifying the instability of the 
arrangement, and the looming curse. The Wood Sprites motif dominates this aria, 
showing that we are solely in the forest, and also indicative of Ježibaba’s world, she 
being a forest-dweller and creature of nature. As Ježibaba begins the spell, the Fate motif, 
Wood Sprite motif, and the Humanity motif all intermix in an orchestral opening to the 
spell aria (Figure 5.26).  
 
Figure 5.26 – Opening to Ježibaba’s spell aria. Bassoon intro mimics bagpipes 
 
This aria is reminiscent of the spell aria in Humperdinck’s Hänsel und Gretel, with short 
musical lines of incantation using gibberish ‘magic’ words. In this case, the text ‘čury 
mury fuk’ has no actual meaning, but causes the rest of the aria to rhyme with this text. 
Figure 5.26 shows the beginning of Ježibaba’s spell aria, and the bagpipe-like bassoon 
introduction. The existence of these ‘bagpipes’ is evident throughout Dvořák’s operas, 
and he uses them to denote folk styles. The spell aria contains two verses, each verse 







moves to three bars of duple meter, before the text stanza begins in triple meter again. 
The interlude between verses features the Transformation motif as Rusalka makes the 
transformation from water nymph to human. Dvořák makes a staging note here that the 
wood sprites are to be watching this entire scene at Ježibaba’s hut, which adds a further 
link between the transformation motif and the wood sprite motif.  
 
There are many instances of heroic royalty in the opera world, but Rusalka’s 
Prince is not one of them. While Rusalka herself is regarded as melancholic character, 
most of her troubles are caused by the Prince and his weak demeanor. His indecision and 
infidelity cause the ill-deserved fate of Rusalka, and lose him the love of the Foreign 
Princess at the end of Act Two. From his first scene at the end of Act One, the character 
flaws of the Prince are evident. The Prince enters the scene in a rush, chasing a prized 
prey, a white doe, but soon tires, brooding over the lost prey, and states that he feels 
ensnared by strange wonder. The Prince declares the hunt is over, and that the hunters 
should return to their camp; he remains alone, again brooding. A grand statement of the 
Prince’s motif is heard played by the horns, and the use of these horns reinforces the 
‘hunting’ aspect with the Prince’s character. As Rusalka steps out of hiding to finally 
meet her love in her human form, there is a statement of the Humanity motif, and 
Rusalka’s motif. The Prince sings a love aria to her based on the hunter’s folk song, and 
asks her who she is, and likens her to the white doe he was chasing earlier. Rusalka 
cannot speak, and when the Prince realizes that she is mute, he vows that his caresses will 
set her free. The Prince thinks Rusalka is a fairytale that will vanish, and hastily beckons 
her to come with him, and as Act One winds down, the Fate motif is heard repeatedly. 
The Prince’s urgency in declaring his love for Rusalka is another flawed aspect of his 
character. While his intentions may be true here, by the time Act Two comes around, his 
fickle emotions have already led him to the Foreign Princess, discarding Rusalka after 
only a few days.  
The Prince enters the castle courtyard with Rusalka as the Humanity motif plays. 
The Prince’s Seduction motif is heard for the first time and leads into his first sung line. 







she finally speak to him after they are wed? He laments that she is cold and has not 
warmed to his passions. At that moment, the Foreign Princess arrives and says to herself 
that Rusalka is in the position where she herself should be. The Foreign Princess begins 
to assert herself to the Prince, in an attempt to turn his attentions away from Rusalka, and 
towards her. It is in this dialogue scene where there is the first real duet singing as the 
Prince and Foreign Princess begin to develop affection towards each other. He takes the 
Princess back into the palace as the festive Polonaise begins. Throughout the scene, the 
Prince’s Seduction motif is heard, as well as the Fate motif and Rusalka’s motif. The 
irony in the mixing of these motifs is that the seduction is not for Rusalka, but the 
Foreign Princess. 
As Rusalka consigns herself to her woe, she sees the Prince and Foreign Princess 
arrive, and watches from afar, unnoticed. The Foreign Princess speaks to the Prince of the 
new burning in his eyes, and looks for Rusalka to show her how alive the Prince has 
become. He states that the Foreign Princess, not Rusalka, has brought about this change, 
and that his heart is aflame with love, where the pale light of the moon has ruled 
previously. The Princess asks what he will do when her flames have burned him through, 
and she has gone far away, and he must remain in the shine of the moon, but the Prince 
only states that his body is healthy with her. The Foreign Princess realizes that she is now 
being emphatically courted. The two exchange verses, and then sing together in duet, 
similar to the scene early in Act Two, this time with the Prince professing his love for the 
Foreign Princess, and her stating that the Prince doesn’t know which woman to woo. 
Statements of the Love motif (a variant of the Fate motif, as stated previously) are 
prominently heard under the Prince’s singing. As their duet reaches an apex, Rusalka 
rushes out to the Prince and embraces him. He pushes her away, stating that she is as cold 
as ice, essentially renouncing her. At that moment, Vodník appears and curses the Prince; 
he will never escape Rusalka’s embrace, and will never be free. Vodník takes Rusalka 
back to the pond with him, and the Prince, horrified, calls for the Princess to help him. 
The Princess condemns the Prince to hell, with his chosen one, and leaves. Small quotes 
of the duet music, only in a minor key, are played as Act Two closes ominously with 







fickleness, and weak personality are flaws that cause the downfall of Rusalka, and 
ultimately himself. While not a villain in the way of Verdi’s Duca in Rigoletto, the Prince 
is far from a hero. It can be very difficult for listeners to feel any pity for the Prince as he 
brings all of his troubles upon himself. For better or worse, and most often the latter, the 
Prince’s weaknesses further the dramatic action in Rusalka.  
 
The character relations within the opera are very interesting. Ježibaba is a 
villainous character, but not to Rusalka. The deal she makes with Rusalka (voice for 
being turned into a human) is honoured and carried out. An antagonist for Rusalka could 
be the Foreign Princess, who tries to steal the Prince’s affections, but this character isn’t 
doing this out of spite for Rusalka, but rather to further her own agenda and desires. 
Rusalka’s real antagonist is with the Prince’s indecision and her own self-doubt. 
Speaking of the Prince, here is a character whose fatal flaw is indecision. Every character 
he encounters dominates him dramatically. The Foreign Princess easily sways his 
affections, and then when he complains that he can’t decide whom to love, she leaves 
him to his own weaknesses. The weakness of the Prince also pours out to those who live 
in his court, namely the Gamekeeper and Turnspit, who gossip and speculate about the 
situation due to the Prince not making a firm decision. Vodník and Rusalka have a 
genuine father-daughter relationship, although the implications of her being actual 
offspring are ambiguous; she is likely a daughter in a communal sense. The Wood Sprites 
only ever interact with Vodník and Rusalka, even though their motif is closely tied to 
Ježibaba. Their roles are somewhat thankless as they are often afterthoughts in the cast, 
but have some of the most beautiful music in the opera. In some productions, the Foreign 
Princess and Ježibaba are cast with the same singer, creating the theory that Ježibaba foils 
Rusalka’s love on purpose. There is no indication that Dvořák ever wanted the same 
singer, but this theory did influence Disney’s The Little Mermaid, where the sea witch 
becomes the Foreign Princess to interfere with Rusalka’s quest for the Prince’s love. 
 
The use of the chorus in Rusalka is strictly Wagnerian in that it is almost non-







with the chorus only showing up out of absolute necessity. The only true chorus in 
Rusalka occurs in Act Two at the Prince’s castle. Even though it is sung by the 
aristocracy, this chorus is in the folk style (Figure 5.27). The palace guests sing a 
folksong-style chorus about a young lad attaining manhood and taking the pure white 
blossom in love, where it will become a fiery red rose in the bridal chamber. The 
biological imagery aside, the analogy between Rusalka’s pale, icy complexion, and the 
foreign Princess’ vibrant, fiery persona is marked in the text. The fact that the song is 
sung while the Prince has begun courting the foreign Princess is also tied to the text of 








Figure 5.27 – Folksong structure in Rusalka’s chorus number 
 
The musical structure of the chorus is A-A-B-C-A, with the rhythm in duple meter and 
heavily reliant on the subdivided beat in triplets. The A section is eight bars long, and 
subdivided into four two-bar phrases. Phrase one and three are identical in melody and 
harmony. There are three four-stanza verses, corresponding with the musical structure 







despair. This continues in the next scene as Vodník and the chorus come together to drive 
the point home for Rusalka. 
Following his Act Two aria, Vodník sings the melody of the folksong, with the 
chorus (still inside the palace) singing a variation of its previous melody, in 
accompaniment (Figure 5.28). 
 
Figure 5.28 – Vodník singing the folksong melody with chorus accompaniment  
 
While the chorus sings the text that they previously sang, Vodník’s text is more 
foreboding, stating that the white water lilies will be her lifelong companions, and there 
will never be red roses of love in her bedchamber. Vodník’s statement of the chorus 
melody is stretched out as the two-bar phrases from before are now four-bar phrases. 
In Act Three, as Rusalka sits sullen by the lake, the women’s chorus, as her sister 
water nymphs, sing of her curse, and warn her to stay away, Rusalka can never rejoin her 
sisters in their dances. This offstage chorus is also in a folksong structure, and is in the 
form of A-B-B-B, with the A section being in the similar sixteen-bar phrasing seen 
earlier. The B section is eight bars each time, and all sections are in triple meter. The 
water nymphs music turns from the initial playful feeling, to the dark and unwelcoming 








A unique musical number occurs near the end of Act One. Following Rusalka’s 
transformation, she is alone in the forest and hears the approach of hunters. After hunting 
calls, there is a drawn-out statement of the Fate motif, before we hear a hunter’s song 
from offstage. This song is a perfect example of Dvořák’s dedication to the inclusion and 
promotion of the Czech folk idiom within his operas. The hunter’s song seems relatively 
unimportant except for the fact that it is an absolute use of Bohemian folksong structure. 
The Groves Musical Dictionary’s article on Czech Music states that “song melodies from 
Bohemia and West Moravia are dominated by the major triad. Modulation in the strict 
sense of the word is exceptional. Most songs are monophonic…the overall structure, 
mainly based on repetition of identical phrases (either at the same pitch or in sequence) 
consists of sixteen bars divided into four four-bar phrases; these can be further 
subdivided into two-bar sections” (Tyllner in Groves, 2007). Not only is this song the 
required length (seventeen bars instead of the normal sixteen), it follows the formula to a 
tee. While the structure is rooted in traditional music, the melody is a unique Dvořák 
creation. Again, he adheres to the conventions of the folk songs he would have heard as a 
youth in his hometown.  The major triad is the backbone of the melody, with the opening 
outlining the key of Eb major. In the third system, Dvořák tonicizes the key of Gb major 
for four bars before returning to Eb major for the end.  
As can be seen in Figure 5.29, the rhythm outline of systems one and three 
matches each other, while the same occurs with systems two and four. It is typical folk 
song style, where the amount of musical information is minimized and emphasis is based 
on repetition of like musical phrases. The hunter’s opening lines are virtually identical to 
the Prince’s motif, so this short song not only precedes the Prince’s stage entrance, but 
also introduces him by singing his motif. It also links to the fact that the Prince is on ‘the 








Figure 5.29 – The hunter’s song, a prime example of Czech folksong in Rusalka 
 
Act Two takes place at the palace of the Prince, and the human realm. Musically, the act 
has a different feel from the beginning. The first statement of the palace motif is 







Two involves two secondary characters, a Gamekeeper at the palace and his nephew, 
who is a Turnspit that works in the kitchen. This brief dialogue scene acts as a bit of a 
recapitulation of what happened in Act One, but from the perspective of the humans 
living in the palace. The Gamekeeper asks what has been going on around the palace, and 
his nephew, the Turnspit, tells him of what has happened with the arrival of the strange 
woman. The opening to Act Two is rather extensive, and since it features characters of 
lower class status, the bulk of the exposition in this scene is set to music in the folksong 
style and is of a structure similarly used by the offstage hunter in Act One. The 
Gamekeeper initiates the first folksong, preceded by a five-bar introduction (Figure 5.30).  
 







As stated, the standard Bohemian folksong structure is sixteen bars (divided into four 
four-bar sections, and then subsequently into eight two-bar sections). The introduction for 
this folksong is based on the Palace motif; however, the song itself has no strong 
connection to this motif. Tonally, the introduction is in F major, and ending on the third 
(and on a question in the text) leads into the start of the folksong proper. Figure 5.28 
shows the introduction in the first system, and the remaining page outlining the folksong. 
Dvořák again puts his stamp on the style in that it is seventeen bars long, as opposed to 
the usual sixteen. Harmonically, the first eight bars of the song outline the progression: 
 
ii-V          - I - V         -I 
 
The next eight bars begin in a similar fashion, but then modulate to the dominant key, C 
major. The Turnspit takes up the folksong in response, but sings a verse in C minor, 
before moving back to F major. The Gamekeeper brings in another rendition of the 
folksong, and then moves into a new folksong melody in B flat minor. This second 
folksong melody is based on a descending thirds sequence, and is structured in a similar 
style as the previous example, only at a length of eighteen bars. The original F major 
folksong theme returns as this dialogue section closes out, and, as with the other dialogue 
scenes so far, the two voices never sing simultaneously. For the Vienna premiere of 
Rusalka in 1987, this scene was cut from the performance. While the dialogue is mostly 
re-telling of what has come before, the charm of the folk music is unmistakable, and 
carries the scene through nicely. The two characters exit the stage as they can see the 
arrival of the Prince.  
In Act Three, the Gamekeeper and Turnspit come into the forest in search of 
Ježibaba. The two again sing in alternating dialogue, and in folksong style as they did in 
their previous scene. The first folksong melody is eight bars in length (two four-bar 
phrases), which can be further divided into four two-bar phrases, the same folksong 


















Figure 5.31 – Opening of the Gamekeeper’s Act 3 folksong melody 
 
This jolly melody is used by the Gamekeeper to reassure his scared nephew that all will 
be well, and that he has nothing to worry about. The interesting part of this melody is that 
sometimes it is sung, and sometimes it is in the orchestral parts with the singers singing 
something different. The Gamekeeper calls for Ježibaba, and with statements of the 
Wood Sprite motif (which is related to her magic music in Act One, as well as her link as 
a woodland dweller), she appears. Ježibaba asks why they have called her, and threatens 
to eat the Turnspit as payment for her help. As the Turnspit tries to escape, the 
Gamekeeper forces him to tell Ježibaba why they have come. The Turnspits exposition 
music is sung in a folksong style, but different to the previous examples. This fifteen-bar 
folksong is broken into five three-bar segments, and is in the key of G minor. The key 
moves to G major, as the Turnspit speaks of the happy day of the would-be wedding. The 







to liken Rusalka to a witch, and that the devil must have taken her back to hell. At this 
moment, an enraged Vodník appears from the lake, preceded by the Angst motif and then 
joined by Vodník’s motif during his outbursts. Vodník tells them that it was the Prince 
who betrayed Rusalka and brought a curse down upon her. The Gamekeeper runs off in 
terror, followed by the Turnspit. Vodník vows revenge, accompanied by powerful 
statements of Vodník’s Anger motif, and Ježibaba cackles in joy and heads back into her 
hut.  
 
Folk dance rhythms are used in Rusalka by the Wood Sprites. While the Act One 
round dance will be covered later, Act Three has a trio of consecutive folk dances sung 
by the Wood Sprites as Rusalka sits lamenting. Their first song is a folksong in dance 
style, in duple meter and in the key of E major. The verse has a four-bar introduction, and 
a four-bar post-verse phrase. The verse is structured in the standard sixteen-bar format, 
with music and text for bars 1-2 being identical to 5-6, and 9-10 being identical to 13-14, 










Figure 5.32 – Wood Sprites folksong in Act 3 
 
After the verse, there is an eight-bar refrain ending with the Wood Sprite motif. Verse 
one is sung by the first wood sprite and the second verse by the second wood sprite, both 
sopranos.  The second verse has no refrain, and segues right into the third verse, which 
has the full version of the folksong, sung as a trio. This is another example of the Wood 








With the end of that song, the wood sprites join hands and begin a folk round 
dance (Figure 5.33).  
 
Figure 5.33 – Second Act 3 folk dance by the Wood Sprites 
 
This dance is in compound duple meter, and is based on a traditional Bohemian round 
dance, in A-B-A-Coda form. This dance focuses on simple tonality shifts, as is found in 
the Bohemian folk tradition. It starts in C major, moves to the dominant, and then returns 
to the tonic. The Coda section outlines C major. This round dance is meant to entice 
Vodník out of the lake, so that they can play games with him again as per usual. As 
Vodník appears, the wood sprites start a new song. 
A third song in the folk style, this time a polka, is the same game played at the 
beginning of the opera, where the Wood Sprites dare Vodník to catch one of them in 
order to get a kiss. The rhythmic impetus is very strong and drives right to the end of the 









Figure 5.34 – Wood Sprites’ polka in Act 3  
 
Vodník, however, is not in his usual playful mood and a four-chord variant of Vodník’s 
Anger motif is heard under his lamenting over the curse on Rusalka. Accompanied by the 
Angst motif, he gives his final warning, before sinking back into the lake. The Wood 
Sprites comment on how the night has become cold and clouded, and they flee. The 
treatment of the wood sprites dancing and playing harkens back to the Rhinemaidens 
from Wagner’s Das Ring des Nibelungen from Götterdammerung where the 
Rhinemaidens play and splash before being discovered by Siegfried.  
 
A link to Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen, specifically the first opera of the 
cycle, Das Rheingold, can be seen in the opening of Rusalka. Act One begins with a 
statement of the Wood Sprite motif in the orchestra, modulating through various keys 
before being supplanted by the Vodník motif. The orchestral opening swells into the 
dance of the wood sprites that are dancing a folk dance near a lake, telling a story of the 
water gnome, Vodník. Entering in the key of A major, the three wood sprites begin their 







rooted in two-bar phrases. Chanting of ‘hou, hou, hou’ begins the sung section with the 
three wood sprites (Figure 5.35). 
 
Figure 5.35 – Opening dance of the wood sprites, Act 1 
 
The allegro molto starts the verses of the folk song, which is eight bars long comprised of 
four two-bar phrases. The tonality shifts between A major and A minor. An interesting 
effect in this opening is that there are sections of women’s chorus echoes of some of the 
wood sprite’s music. A shift back to an allegro tempo, complete with an oscillating triplet 
motion in the accompaniment and legato vocal parts, occurs as the sprites sing about the 
bubbling in the lake signifying Vodník’s waking and rising from the bottom of the lake. 
The sprites also sing of how Vodník wishes to marry, and wonder which of them he will 
try and catch and take down to the depths of the lake. Vodník enters very cordially, 
welcomes the wood sprites, and entices them to come to his kingdom down below the 









Figure 5.36 – Vodník’s entrance in Act I 
 
The Vodník motif features prominently underneath the sung lines, and in a playful 
manner. The wood sprites then take up their dance again, this time enticing Vodník to try 
and catch them in an impromptu game, where Vodník receives a kiss if he catches one of 
the wood sprites. At the end of the dance, none of them having been caught, the wood 
sprites scurry off into the forest, leaving Vodník alone to ponder their game. Vodník calls 
them some names while singing both his own motif, and the Fate motif, which in this 
iteration is linked to the fate of him being alone and unloved. The treatment of this scene 
is very reminiscent of the opening scene of Wagner’s Das Rheingold. Alberich, the 
dwarf, chases around the three Rhinemaidens, who taunt him with promises of marriage 
if he can catch one. Similarities in the tessituras of the singers (soprano, soprano, mezzo-
soprano vs. bass), and the imagery of a watery setting and nature are also congruent 
between Rusalka and Das Rheingold. The voicing of this scene is similar to Das 
Rheingold in that this is one of the few instances in the cycle of ensemble singing, and 
such is the case with this scene in Rusalka. Aside from the structural similarities with the 







As Vodník watches the wood sprites run off (Figure 5.37), Rusalka, a water 
nymph and his ‘daughter’, awakens from her sleep, preceded by harp arpeggios and a 
statement of her motif. 
 
Figure 5.37 – Vodník’s Water motif, and the Fate motif 
  
 A dialogue between Vodník and Rusalka begins, with Rusalka expressing the longing to 
be human and leave the lake. Vodník insists that under the water is where she should 
stay, but she recounts the stories that Vodník had told her about the human people having 
a soul. Vodník warns that humans are susceptible to age and death, but Rusalka says that 
they are also capable of love, and she confesses that she has fallen in love with a human 
man who comes to bathe in the lake. She wraps him in the water’s embrace, and although 
he does not know her, she knows him and loves him. Typical with the Wagnerian idiom, 
this dialogue section is through composed with statements of Vodník’s motif, the 
Humanity motif, and alternating singing between the two singers, never the two of them 







insistence, and Vodník’s powerful statement of ‘prodána člověku (you are sold/lost to the 
human world)’, which he sings unaccompanied on a high E. Vodník’s warnings and 
Water motif are heard as he vanishes under the water (Figure 5.38). 
 
Figure 5.38 – Vodník’s Warning, joined by the Angst motif and Wood Sprite motif  
 
The foreboding three-chord Vodník’s Anger motif is also heard as the mood changes 
from Vodník’s worry and sadness to Rusalka’s hope and anticipation of a chance at 
humanity. This scene is a straight dialogue/exposition scene as we are introduced to two 
of the main characters, their relationship to each other, and their desires; Rusalka to be 
human, and Vodník’s for her to stay immortal as a water nymph. The treatment of 
Vodník’s Warning motif, and its first statement of it, is again linked to Das Rheingold, 
and Alberich’s curse that he places on the Rhinegold. The orchestral build-up in both 
cases accentuates the gravity of the situation, and the importance of the statement. While 
there is no specific evidence listed that Dvořák ever saw a production of Das Rheingold, 












The only orchestral set piece in the opera, the instrumental Polonaise in Act Two 
is more Dvořák than Wagner, but its inclusion of the leitmotif material is another way 
Rusalka exists in the Wagnerian idiom. The Polonaise is a formal dance used in the 
Prince’s court, so therefore not really linked to the folk tradition, as it is a dance of the 
aristocracy. As Rusalka is left alone in the palace garden, the Rusalka motif, Angst motif, 
and Vodník’s Anger motif, are heard as the orchestral music builds up to the beginning of 
the grand polonaise as the palace guests parade through the garden. This Polonaise opens 
with a trumpet fanfare over seven bars (Figure 5.39).  
 
Figure 5.39 – A section of the Act 2 Polonaise 
 
The overall structure of the Polonaise is A-B-A-C-A, or rondo form. While the tonal 
progressions don’t follow the absolute dictates of eighteenth century harmony, the A 
                                                        
17 Jarmila Gabrielová has written on the comparison between Dvořák and Wagner, and has included in her 
essay, the dates of these concerts: March 11
th
, 1883, and March 16
th







sections stay in the tonic key of Eb major. The B section is marked in the score as a 
‘ballet’, as the music is softer than the grand music of the A section. This ballet section is 
based on the Humanity motif and Dvořák uses it in variation (Figure 5.40). 
 
Figure 5.40 – B Section of the Act 2 Polonaise, beginning with the Humanity motif 
 
The A section returns again in the home key, before moving to the C section and the key 
of B major. This new section is based on the Prince’s motif, and a variation of the Moon 
motif (Figure 5.41).  
 
Figure 5.41 – C section of the Polonaise, featuring the Prince’s motif and Moon motif 
 
Linking these two in this dance sequence is bittersweet as Rusalka sees the Prince, who 
has forgotten her, with his party guests, but Dvořák indicates that the moon has risen by 
this point in the stage action. The moon is what heard Rusalka’s prayer to be human, and 
to make her love known to the Prince. The fact that the moon is in the sky, and doesn’t 
fulfill Rusalka’s prayer, adds salt to the open wound of her heart. The A section returns, 
and the Polonaise closes out in a fanfare. This piece is similar to the overture as it re-
introduces many of the leitmotifs from the opera. 
 
Near the end of Act Three, hunting horn calls and the Fate motif bring the Prince 
back to the forest, as he searches for his white doe, his fairytale, titles used to refer to 







Rusalka, and a solo flute plays the Prince’s motif that was heard at their first meeting. He 
calls for Rusalka again, his ‘beloved’. As the moon reappears in the sky, statements of 
Rusalka’s motif are heard, and the harp arpeggios welcome her into the moonlight, and 
into the Prince’s sight. During this dialogue section, she asks the Prince if he recognizes 
her, and the Prince says that if she is dead, to kill him as well, but if she lives, to then 
save him. Rusalka states that she is neither woman nor water nymph, she is neither dead 
nor alive. She states that once she was happy with him, but now is destined to bring him 
death. The Prince tells her that without her, he cannot live, and asks for forgiveness. 
Rusalka asks why he loved her and renounced her, and as he insists for her to kiss him, 
she tells him that she is a will-o-the-wisp, and her embrace would only take him to a 
watery death. The prince becomes more insistent, and Rusalka beckons her love to come 
to her. A lush statement of the Fate motif transformed into the Love motif is heard in the 
orchestra as Rusalka embraces the Prince. He begs for her kiss, and then states that he can 
die happy. The Fate motif is heard as the Prince dies. Rusalka’s motif is heard in a calm 
manner, but soon the Angst motif, and Vodník’s Warning motif signal the ominous voice 
of Vodník from the depths of the lake. Vodník’s Anger motif is heard as he gives his final 
decree of woe. The timpani plays Vodník’s Water motif, while Rusalka’s motif is heard 
in the orchestra. Rusalka’s final statement is:  
because you loved, 
because you were good, 
because you were humanly fickle, 
because all which makes up my fate – 
God have mercy on your human soul! 
With this final sung line, Rusalka disappears into the lake to a resounding statement of 
the Love motif. One final statement of the Prince’s motif in muted trumpets and horns, 
leads into ascending harp arpeggios and the three final chords of the opera.   
Dvořák’s use of the folk idiom is at its height in Rusalka. He is able to create 
several scenes based on folk music structures, and indeed, he has several characters taken 
directly from Bohemian folk mythology. The settings of a forest and the palace have 







representing Bohemia and the palace representing the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The 
nature of mystical creatures such as Vodník, Ježibaba, and the Wood Sprites represent the 
Czechs, while the Prince, Foreign Princess, and the people of the palace represent the 
Austrian aristocracy. Rusalka’s vacillation between the human world and the mystical 
world are representative of Bohemia’s ambiguous place within the empire, loved and 




In reality, as in the opera, Rusalka deserves a better fate. While it was popular in 
Bohemia, It did nothing to further Dvořák’s operatic legacy in the eyes of the music 
critics, and in one case, was the cause of an attack on Dvořák’s opera career by critic 
Zdeněk Nejedlý. Abroad, Rusalka has suffered a worse fate. It is neither standard 
repertoire, nor completely unknown, similar to the cursed Rusalka character in the opera, 
it is mired in ambiguity. People know of the work due to the famous aria, but don’t know 
the entire piece. Performers and impresarios program the aria, but not the opera, and for 
no apparent reason. In subsequent chapters, the meager performance history will be 
explored, and reasons investigated. For all the hardships that this opera has endured, it 
appears that the Twenty-First Century will be the rediscovering of Rusalka, and it will 
finally be basked in the light of the silver moon.  
 
  
                                                        
18 Timothy Cheek’s Rusalka Performance Guide has a section on page 50, which alludes to the history 







A Final Comparison of Jakobín and Rusalka 
 
Rusalka and Jakobín represent the microcosm of Dvořák’s operatic oeuvre. 
Dvořák is a bridge between the Verdiian tradition and the Wagnerian tradition, between 
the status quo and the avant-garde. This can be seen in the two analyses presented. Both 
use recurring thematic material, or leitmotifs, but in very different ways. Both have 
specific musical numbers, but Jakobín is in the style of Verdi with its specific movements 
separated from each other, while Rusalka creates a seamless musical unit in the 
Wagnerian style. The incorporation of folk idioms and styles is something that both 
works share. The use of ensembles is very different between the two works as Jakobín 
has many ensembles and chorus numbers in the Verdi tradition, and Rusalka has almost 
none, save for the wood sprites.  
The use of singers is very different from Jakobín to Rusalka. Jakobín employs 
large crowd scenes, some even involving multiple soloists, adult chorus, and children’s 
chorus, all in the same scene. Duets, trios, and other ensemble numbers are the norm for 
Jakobín; they fit the story and the way the characters interact with each other. The main 
characters (Bohuš, Julie, Terinka, Jiří, Purkrabi, and The Count) all have arias. While 
Benda doesn’t have an aria in the traditional sense, he has a lot of prominent singing, 
including his huge schoolroom scene in Act Two. Again, it is through these arias that we 
experience Dvořák’s ingenuity as a musical dramatist. Jiří’s aria is based off of his 
thematic material, and is a rollicking aria with chorus as Jiří embarrasses the Purkrabi. 
The Purkrabi follows directly with his own dignified rage aria based on his own theme. 
Bohuš and Julie split an aria, quite possibly the most patriotic Czech aria in the 
repertoire. The aria consists of the concept of native Czechs being lost in foreign lands, 
singing only their Czech songs to console themselves, which has had poignancy with 
Czechs both at home and abroad. The Count’s aria is a lament for the days when his son 
was still with him, and Benda’s schoolroom scene is a self-composed cantata on his own 
theme. The ensemble numbers in Jakobín are major works, and wonderfully crafted. Jiří 
and Terinka share two love duets, while the Purkrabi butts in to form trios with them 







duets or ensembles for the rest. Rusalka herself has three arias, one in each act, including 
the famous ‘Song to the Moon’ from Act One. Ježibaba has a major scene with a spell-
casting aria in Act One. Vodník has a lament aria in Act Two, as well as an arioso with 
chorus. The Prince’s aria in Act One features his leitmotif prominently.  
Antagonists are treated oddly in both operas. There is no singular villain in either 
opera. The main antagonist in Jakobín is the Purkrabí, but he is more comedic, and is 
more of an antagonist to Jiří, not Bohuš. Adolf is the main foil for Bohuš, but has such a 
small role that his effectiveness as a villain is questionable. As stated earlier, Ježibaba is a 
villainous character, but not to Rusalka, nor is the Foreign Princess. Rusalka’s real 
antagonist is with the Prince’s indecision and self-doubt. 
 
Comparing the general compositional style of both works shows some interesting 
contrasts. The first is the use of orchestral colour. Both works use large-scale orchestras, 
but very differently. In Jakobín, Dvořák is focused on creating distinct musical groups. 
The ‘courtly’ music of the Purkrabi is dominated by the strings, and with smaller forces; 
very ‘Mozartian’. The music of the chorus, and Jiří, is folk oriented, and uses strings with 
some woodwinds and percussion. The Count’s arrival makes use of a full compliment of 
brass. The music of Bohuš and Julie, as well as Jiří and Terinka’s duets, is full, lush, and 
very rooted in the Late-Romantic style. One of the more interesting areas of orchestral 
colour is the Act Two schoolroom scene. Here, the instruments mimic the schoolroom 
ensemble tuning, warming-up, practicing, and the like. It is an inventive use of orchestral 
techniques and colours. Throughout Jakobín, the delineation of the instrument groups is 
evident.  
While the instruments are meant to be obvious in Jakobín, in Rusalka, they are 
employed differently. The orchestral music is used in setting the mood and an orchestral 
backdrop very much in the Wagnerian style; a canvas on which the voices can stand out. 
The orchestral colours are less distinct than Jakobín, with strings, woodwinds and brass 
all mingling with each other throughout the work. Outside of the Act Two Polonaise, the 
use of percussion, especially rhythmic percussion, is limited. The opening number with 







percussion. This is more evidence of Dvořák’s ability to create dramatic music that suits 
the setting, era, and emotion of the music. 
Though Rusalka’s plot is rooted in the supernatural and mythological, it does 
share Jakobín’s inclusion of Christian references. Dvořák’s unshakeable belief in the 
Catholic faith was seen earlier in his insistence of a Marian hymn to start Jakobín, and 
references to God throughout the opera. Julie prays during Act Three, in her scene 
playing the harp. In Rusalka, there is praying to the moon, but Christian references are 
made by the Prince in Act Three, asking ‘God and the demons’ to help him find Rusalka 
in the forest, the Foreign Princess condemning the Prince to Hell at the end of Act Two, 
and, of course, Rusalka’s grand final statement asking God to have mercy on the Prince’s 
human soul. For a being of supernatural origin to invoke the mercy of God is somewhat 
of an odd occurrence, but one Dvořák would have embraced. For him, true redemption 
could only come from God. 
 
While much has been made in this study about Jakobín and Rusalka, what of 
Dvořák’s other eight operas? In the next chapter, Dvořák’s operatic legacy, at home and 
abroad, will be investigated, including the Prague performance histories of these eight 
operas, and background and basic analysis for these works, long mired in obscurity.  
It is always a shock to think that a composer who was able to master so many 
different compositional styles was neglected his chance at an operatic legacy, and also 
very surprising to think that Dvořák’s use of folk music styles and rhythms within his 
operas did not aid this legacy with the Czech nationalists, the Young Czechs. As will be 
elaborated upon in the next chapter, there was an agreement between the two Czech 
political factions, the young and the old, that Smetana’s The Bartered Bride was to be the 
model for the Czech National Theatre Movement. The inclusion of folk music and dance 
was the perfect vehicle for cultural display, and embodied as the ideal template of what 
Czech opera was to be moving forward. The music of The Bartered Bride, while 
Wagnerian in its through-composed nature, is more in the style of Verdi and Brahms in 
its tonality, and in the use of ensemble and chorus. The Young Czechs associated their 







problem with the Smetana model is that the further he moved into the Wagnerian idiom, 
the less he relied on the model of The Bartered Bride. On a whole, Dvořák’s operas are 
closer to the model of The Bartered Bride, than to the full Wagnerian style, and include 
the folk idioms that were so embraced by the Young Czechs. What kept the Young 
Czechs from embracing the music of Dvořák? While Dvořák never declared his support 
for a specific political side, did the Old Czechs’ admiration of his music lead to his 










Chapter Six: The Performance History of The Operas 
Dvořák and the Press 
 
Dr. Timothy Cheek from the University of Michigan gives some interesting 
insight into Dvořák’s lost international operatic tradition, specifically in regards to 
Rusalka’s checkered performance history on the international stage. 
Shortly after its premiere, Rusalka had a window of opportunity in which to 
gain international acclaim. When that window closed, it became more 
difficult for the world to take notice. The longer the years of neglect accrued, 
the more instinctive attitudes took hold: “Their must be some reason the 
opera is not known outside of Czechoslovakia; neglected works are neglected 
for a reason – it must be flawed!” One criticism has been that the work is not 
dramatic enough – the opera abounds with beautiful melodies, but there is 
not enough contrast or conflict. Another is that Dvořák’s opera is not Italian 
enough – there are not enough high notes and it reads too much like a sung 
play, with a dearth of ensembles. Yet another is that the libretto is bad. Still 
another asserted rationale has been “since the Czechs like the opera so much, 
it must have special qualities that only native Czechs can appreciate; it must 
be so nationalistic that it cannot be understood outside its own country. The 
fairy tale aspect is too foreign outside its country.” Amazingly, these 
attitudes still linger, and thus still influence stagings and performances, 
simply because “there must have been some reason the opera was not 
internationally successful for so long.” Yes, there are reasons, but they do not 
lie within the intrinsic nature of the work. (Cheek, 2009: 54)   
 
A study of Nineteenth Century opera shows that it is riddled with the remnants of 
the eternal battle between the Verdi and Wagner schools of thought. The Verdi school 
centered upon the preservation of the continual lineage of Mozart, Rossini, and the Bel 
Canto tradition. This represented the natural evolution of ‘numbers opera’. These works 
were comprised of arias, scenas, duets, large-scale ensembles, overtures, and chorus 
numbers. This was the accepted mainstream form of opera.  
 
Wagner heavily influenced Bedřich Smetana, Dvořák’s progenitor in Czech 
opera, to the extent that a Czech movement formed around Smetana declaring that his 
Wagnerian model was the standard practice for national operas. One detriment is that the  







folklore idiom. “Wagner was viewed by suspicion by many…specifically because he 
seemed a foreign, German influence that eliminated the folkloristic set pieces [which 
were] the cornerstone of Czech national opera (Burgard, 2012: 9).” As a freelance 
professional violist, Dvořák was exposed to music of all composers and genres, from the 
dance hall to the concert stage. It was onto this stage that a young Antonín Dvořák, an 
aspiring opera composer, made his appearance. His operas were (and still are) a point of 
contention among some Czechs. 
The polemics between the Liszt-Wagner and Brahms Camps, when 
translated into Czech terms – the ‘progressive’ Lisztian Smetana versus the 
‘conservative’ Brahmsian Dvořák (confusingly also a Wagnerian) – locked 
into political debates of the late nineteenth century between the staročech 
(Old Czech) and the mladočech (Young Czech) parties. In a letter 
explaining the Czech political scene to a pupil he had taught in Sweden, 
Smetana characterized the staročeši as the ‘feudal-clerical’ party, the party 
of the propertied and monied class, and the mladočeši a the free-thinking 
party, the party of artists, journalists, and men of letters. (Tyrell, 1988: 10) 
 
While much nationalist-themed orchestral music (symphonic poems, etc) was being 
composed at the time of the Czech national awakening, it was through vocal music, 
especially opera, that Czech composers could make a name for themselves within the 
national music scene.
19
 Dvořák iterated this in a quote from late in his life. 
In the last five years, I have written nothing but operas. I want to dedicate 
all my strength to opera, so long as the good God still grants me health. Not 
in any way out of desire for fame in the theatre, but because I believe that 
opera is the most suitable creation for the general public. This music attracts 
the widest audience and very often, too; when I compose a symphony, 
however, I might have to wait years before it is performed here. (Šourek, 
1954: 223)  
 
Johannes Brahms and music critic Eduard Hanslick worked in support of Dvořák, and 
they also wanted to entice him to the Viennese world, traditional music circles, and 
encouraged him to write operas in German, which never came to pass. As well, there 
were those at home in Prague who felt Dvořák’s reluctance to fully embrace the 
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Smetana/Wagnerian idiom was a sign of his shunning the nationalist musical movement. 
Musicologist, and rabid Smetana supporter, Zdeněk Nejedlý stated that:  
[Smetana] was the founder of Czech music by virtue of the fact that he 
based our national opera on Modern Wagnerian music drama…Now let us 
turn to Dvořák. Smetana based Czech opera on modern soil, Dvořák on the 
soil of old French and Italian operas…Dvořák negates the development of 
Czech opera. (Tyrell, 1988: 10) 
 
When confronted with choosing between the traditional and the modern, Dvořák 
essentially chose not to choose, and in doing so was able to incorporate the best of both 
worlds into his compositional style. As Clapham’s quote at the opening of Chapter Four 
showed, this synthesis of styles is blatantly evident in Dvořák’s opera writing even from 
his first opera Alfred. There are moments of Beethoven, Mozart, Rossini, Verdi, Wagner 
and Smetana all rolled together into an operatic smorgasbord of the best kind. However, a 
victim of cultural bias, changing political views at home and across Europe, and a 
shifting world of musical aesthetics, Dvořák had an uphill battle to get his operas 
performed and accepted. Dvořák lived in a time of awakening for the Czech people as 
they sought to establish a sense of culture and national identity through music. In the 
Habsburg Empire, there were also sweeping changes taking place in the concepts of 
abstract formalism in music, the pan-Germanic state, and the lure or disdain for 
Wagnerism in Austrian music. As a Czech composer looking to establish himself at home 
and abroad, Dvořák was the subject of critical reviews from Czechs, Austrians, and 
Germans alike, and was often a contested debate subject. Czechs like Otakar Hostinský, 
and his pupil, the aforementioned Zdeněk Nejedlý, where widely critical of the musical 
aesthetic in which Dvořák dwelt, while Austro-Slav Eduard Hanslick looked to take 
Dvořák away from Wagnerism and nationalistic influence. For Czechs and Germans 
alike, Dvořák became a microcosm for the time. What was Czech? What was German? 
What was the role of distinct cultures within the Habsburg Empire or a pan-Germanic 
state? How did Dvořák figure in Czech and Austrian culture? 
 
Nowadays, we think of music critics as beat reporters for newspapers, but in the 







their importance, some of them chose to use their music critiques for political statements. 
The personas of Eduard Hanslick, Otakar Hostinský, Zdeněk Nejedlý, František Pivoda, 
Theodor Helm, Louis Elert, Josef Königstein, and others took the opportunity to shape 
the musical landscape of the Austrian Empire to their aesthetic and political views.  
Born in Prague in 1825, Eduard Hanslick was immersed in the musical life of 
Prague. His mother constantly took him to theatre and concerts, and he received music 
lessons from Tomášek, the pre-eminent composer and teacher in Prague. His musical 
upbringing was strict; he was required to prepare a Bach prelude and fugue from memory 
for each lesson. In his adolescence, he grouped with friends to form a Prague guild of the 
Davidsbündler to defend against musical philistines, and to read through scores of new 
works. In his youth, he was even an admirer of Wagner, which is a far cry from his adult 
life. Hanslick moved to Vienna in 1846 to finish his legal studies and commented on how 
mundane the musical life was there. 
How trivial was public musical life at the end of the thirties and in the early 
forties! Sumptuous and trivial alike, it vacillated between dull sentimentality 
and scintillant wit. Cut off from all the great intellectual interests, the Vienna 
public abandoned to diversion and entertainment…Musical life was 
dominated by Italian opera, virtuosity, and the waltz. Strauss and Lanner were 
idolized. I would be the last to underestimate the talent of these two 
men…but it can readily be understood that this sweetly intoxicating three-
quarter time, to which heads as well as feet were abandoned, combined with 
Italian opera and the cult of virtuosity, rendered listeners steadily less capable 
of intellectual effort. (Hanslick, 1950: 6) 
 
To say Hanslick was bored with the Viennese music scene is a gross understatement. As 
with some of the popular music of today’s society, the ‘musical fluff’ had taken its hold 
in Vienna. Like cotton candy, it was too sweet and not much substance.  
Otakar Hostinský, born in 1847, had been educated to be a lawyer, receiving his 
Doctor of Philosophy in 1868. He studied music with Smetana and in the 1880’s, began 
teaching aesthetics at Prague University, and music history at the Prague Conservatory. 
He became an influential music theorist, and important in the study of folksong. He 
gathered a wide following of students, including Zdeněk Nejedlý, and although 







Czech musicology through the basis of his work. In 1860, the Czech National Party 
(CNP) had been a single unified group, but changing ideologies brought about a fraction 
in this party. Two spheres of influence emerged; the Old Czechs, and the Young Czechs. 
The Old Czechs were the people who had called pan-Slavic Congress years early, and 
looked to gain cultural distinction through Habsburg channels. It was better off to be 
recognized, equal members of a multinational Austria. The Young Czechs looked for 
autonomous government, full separation of church and state, and engaging the population 
in the democratic process and public debate. Hostinský and Smetana, and later Nejedlý, 
became associated with the Young Czech movement. At this point, the Old Czechs were 
still in all the power positions in cultural Prague, and Smetana, Hostinský, and the rest of 
the Young Czechs resorted to gaining popular support through print media and volunteer 
organizations. Their major goal was to place Young Czechs in positions of cultural 
influence in Prague, especially the new Provisional National Theatre. 
In 1878, in Litomyšl (Smetana’s home town), Zdeněk Nejedlý was born. Being 
born in the same town as Smetana would have a great influence on any Czech, and 
Nejedlý was no different. An interesting aspect of the town was that at this time, there 
was a surprising lack of German influence, most of the local official positions were held 
by Czechs, making the town rampant with the Czech National Revival movement. Upon 
moving to Prague, Nejedlý became part of Hostinský’s circle, and became focused on 
Smetana.  
 
In Austria, things were similar. A dichotomy arose within the classes, with the 
people like Hanslick being associated with the old guard, the Alten, the status quo, and 
the Habsburgs versus German liberals (Jungen) such as Theodor Helm, Ludwig Speidel, 
and Wilhelm Frey. Hanslick’s Neue Freie Presse was a conservative newspaper, with 
views that supported the Habsburgs, Brahms, and multi-nationalism within the Empire, 
while the other writers wrote for liberal papers such as Neues Wiener Tagblatt, Fremden-
Blatt, and the Deutsche Zeitung, and admired Wagner and German Nationalism. The 
Jungen movement in Austria came almost as a direct response to the Czech call for 







politics. Hanslick’s views on aesthetics are well documented in his book, Vom 
Musikalisch-Schönen. He believed in the form of absolute music; music that was not 
programmatic but grew out of naivety and was natural in its occurrence. The Jungen 
believed in Wagner, and the music of the future; in a pure German art form. The 
Hanslick/Wagner relationship began amicably, but soon soured. Hanslick was rooted in 
his aesthetical views, and as a critic, reviewed music through the filter of his views. 
Henry Pleasants states:  
‘Hanslick’s quarrel was not with Wagner alone. He rejected Berlioz and Liszt 
just as consistently, and later Richard Strauss and Anton Bruckner. Wagner 
was simply the most gifted, the most influential, of the prophets of “music of 
the future” and, therefore, the most dangerous. If one were required to define 
the basis of Hanslick’s objections to this school, one might cite; (1) the 
introduction of foreign elements (prose, poetry, color for graphic purpose), 
and (2) transcendentalism. He was against program music because he felt that 
music lost rather than gained by being pegged to a specific plot or 
idea…(Hanslick, 1950: 13) 
 
Pleasants also states that Hanslick’s independence of thought and manner prevented him 
from practicing the “Fawning idolatry which seems to have been a prerequisite for 
Wagner’s friendship” (Hanslick, 1950: 11). Wagner almost immortalized Hanslick in the 
opera Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg as the original name for the character of 
Beckmesser was Veit Hanslich. Those who know the opera understand the slight this is 
towards Hanslick, as this particular character sits on the Nuremburg council and clings to 
the ‘old ways’ with a rabid fervor, to the point of being the comic relief. At the end of the 
opera, he is then ‘schooled’ by the young, heroic, German knight Walther, who sings a 
new composition; one that Beckmesser’s intellect could not comprehend. Much has been 
made about the character of Beckmesser in research by Wagner scholar Barry Millington, 
who has even gone far enough to state that Beckmesser (modeled after Hanslick) 
“represents a Jewish stereotype, whose humiliation by the Aryan Walther is an onstage 
representation of Wagner's anti-Semitism” (Millington, 1992: 304). Millington also says, 
“common anti-Semitic stereotypes prevalent in 19th-century Germany were a part of the 
"ideological fabric" of Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg and that Beckmesser embodied 







“Wagner smuggled me into The Jew in Music. Wagner couldn’t stand a Jew, and 
consequently he developed the habit regarding as a Jew anyone he didn’t like” (Pleasants, 
1950: 12). 
The Jew in Music was an essay that first appeared in the 1850’s and re-appeared 
in the 1860’s. It was originally written anonymously, but later revealed that Wagner had 
penned it. There is a lengthy postscript in which he refers to Hanslick’s “gracefully 
hidden Jewish origin” (Hanslick, 1950: xxii), and offered him as the embodiment of 
Semitic, anti-German art criticism. Hanslick’s family had been firmly rooted in Czech 
Catholicism, but Wagner continued to put the ‘Jew’ label on him as a slight, and an 
insult. Sadly, these views passed from Wagner to the Jungen, and into their views on 
music and art. The concept that anything not German was lesser, unworthy of attention, 




It is interesting to see the development of musical aesthetics in Prague at this time 
in comparison to what was happening in Vienna. In 1866, Smetana was appointed music 
director of the National Theatre in Prague. It was a great victory for the Young Czechs, 
and Smetana began composing more Czech operas. An interesting aside is that in 1862, 
young Antonín Dvořák had been hired to play viola in the National Theatre Orchestra, so 
his association with the theatre actually pre-dates Smetana’s. The 1866 season included 
two of Smetana’s operas, The Brandenburgers in Bohemia, and The Bartered Bride. Both 
operas were well received, and viewed by Old Czechs and Young Czechs as a suitable 
direction for Czech national opera. However, Smetana drew the ire of František Pivoda, 
an influential voice teacher in Prague, and member of the Old Czechs. Pivoda’s problem 
was that Smetana insisted on hiring foreign trained singers instead of singers trained in 
Prague, essentially Pivoda’s students. This created more animosity between the Old 
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of the word to describe the opera was similar though in that it denotes lesser, or specifically, non-German 







Czechs and Young Czechs. Pivoda used the Young Czech’s own public sphere against 
them. Problems began with Smetana’s third opera, Dalibor, which was a sharp contrast to 
his previous two ‘accepted’ operas, and made a major turn towards Wagnerism. The Old 
Czechs had accepted Smetana’s previous two works as the perfect mix of music and 
folklore; the model of Czech opera. Now he made a distinct move towards Wagner. As 
Burgard states: 
Wagner was viewed with suspicion by many, partly for aesthetic reasons 
shared elsewhere in Europe, but specifically because he seemed a foreign, 
German influence that eliminated the folkloristic set pieces championed by 
Pivoda and others as the cornerstone of Czech national opera…These 
debates projected an expedient “Wagner-Brahms” opposition onto the two 
leading composers of the time. Although Smetana was an avowed adherent 
of Wagner and Dvořák emulated Brahms, the vitriolic animosity between 
the two sides was not based on either a personal or musical antipathy 
between the two composers. (Burgard, 2012: 9) 
 
Ironically, Czech folklore was well established in Dvořák’s opera, and folk rhythms and 
dances were the basis of many of his compositions. Dvořák, and his followers Suk, 
Janáček and musicians associated with the Old Czechs, accomplished the preservation of 
folklore in Czech opera. After the productions of Smetana’s The Two Widows, a blatant 
example of Wagnerism, all hell broke loose. The Old Czechs attacked Smetana in the 
press, which led to his resignation from the National Theatre. The Old Czechs 
championed Dvořák, and sought to install him in the vacant post, while the Young 
Czechs sought the re-instatement of Smetana. Hostinský took to vehemently defending 
his former teacher, writing several articles on the subject. His views on musical aesthetics 
were contradictory to the views on music and aesthetics that were being taught at the two 
major musical establishments of learning in Prague, the Prague Conservatory and the 
Prague Organ School. Thus began the Czech debate on Musical Aesthetics. 
The Old Czechs focused on the Aesthetics of Robert Zimmerman and Eduard 
Hanslick, who believed in absolute music (non-programmatic), and a preservation of the 
ways of lineage of Mozart, Schubert, Schumann, Brahms, and other composers who 
wrote music generated from free inspiration. Hostinský and Nejedlý believed in 







music must come from a specific inspiration (program music), which was in line with 
Wagner’s concepts. While Hanslick’s ideas were generalized, and open to span cultural 
borders, it was of no use to Hostinský and his circle. Hostinský argued that Wagnerism 
contained both universal and national interest, but that argument seems misplaced as 
Wagner’s views were overtly German, and looked away from older music, and folk 
music. 
 
Now that the stage has been set, the question is what role did Dvořák play; where 
did he fit in? Dvořák had been raised in a firmly Czech family. He learned German as a 
compulsory skill to be accepted to the Prague Organ School, but used the language as 
little as possible. He played in the National Theatre Orchestra as a violist, and was 
(through it) exposed to the music of Wagner. 
As Hostinský, Nejedlý, and the Young Czechs gained more influence, Dvořák 
was performed less. Smetana was the representative for the Young Czech movement and 
the National Theatre, and Dvořák, who had his ties with the Prague Organ School, Prague 
Conservatory, and the establishments of Old Czechs, was a subject of bias within his own 
homeland. It was very much a microcosm of what was going on in Vienna, Old versus 
Young; Hanslick versus Wagner-Czech style. Dvořák, like Smetana, knew that the key to 
nationalism was a strong music scene, and thusly he produced the bulk of his vocal music 
in the Czech language, and to nationalistic themes and poets such as Halek and Hejduk. 
Opera was the best way to gain national success as a composer, but also to help form a 
national culture for the Czechs, as Dvořák had stated earlier in the chapter.  While his 
operas have been popular in the Czech lands recently, Hostinský and Nejedlý have 
tarnished the critical reception of him as an opera composer at home. For Nejedlý, his 
influence reached its zenith as an influential minister in the Czech communist party, 
including acting as minister of education, so he was able to promote his views in regards 
to Dvořák. Nejedlý’s bias reaches an apex when he claims Fibich, a student of Smetana, 
as the successor in the lineage of Czech music. “There is only one historical consequence. 
Fibich is the true successor of Smetana while Dvořák represents the negation of the 







Smetana-Fibich contra Dvořák” (Tyrell, 1988: 11). Another infamous quote from 1913, 
during the height of the anti-Dvořák campaign, is seen in Rudolf Pečman’s book The 
Attack on Antonín Dvořák. 
If I had to give an opinion about Dvořák, I couldn’t say more today than that 
Dvořák doesn’t interest me…For me Dvořák means about as much as perhaps 
Mendelssohn does in German music…He belongs to the past, but it is 
necessary to wait until time will consume what is necessary. Then he will 
disappear through natural death. (Nejedlý in Pečman, 1992: 159-160) 
 
In her essay on Dvořák and Nationalism, Dr. Jarmila Gabrielová discusses her thoughts 
on the perception of Czech music by Germans.  
They soon began to interpret what “Czech national Music” is – due to reviews 
of Smetana’s The Bartered Bride performed at the international music and 
theatre exhibition in Vienna in 1892. It meant that Dvořák and Czech music in 
general equalled simple ‘musicianship’ which does not lack beauty and 
sensualness but possesses ‘naivety’ and ‘intuition’ instead of demanding 
intellectual and philosophical reflection; in other words – provincial country 
‘uneducated’ instead of urban sophistication. In the context of growing 
German nationalism and chauvinism in the late 19
th
 Century and early 20
th
 
Century, it could be a strong argument for a statement that the Czechs (slavs) 
were an inferior race proved by their ‘naïve’ and ‘primitive’ art, especially 
music. (Gabrielová, 2012: 48) 
 
Of Hostinský and Nejedlý, she has the following: 
 
Both Otakar Hostinský and Zdeněk Nejedlý knew about contemporary 
German aesthetical discussions…both of them wanted Czech music to 
participate in the “progressive” development embodied by Bedřich Smetana 
and perceived as serious and intellectually demanding by Czech and, mainly, 
German audiences. They refused words like “simple”, “naïve” or 
“uneducated” ascribed to Antonín Dvořák as the most internationally famous 
Czech composer. (Gabrielová, 2012: 50) 
 
Some of the factors involved in keeping Dvořák’s operas out of theatres were 
language and subject matter, national bias against Czech culture, and partisan political 
press. Evidence of bias by foreign partisan press will come up later on, but even at home 
Dvořák faced criticism by partisan press. Zdeněk Nejedlý, who was one of the most 
polarizing Czech music critics during the late Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries. 







Dvořák, virtually condemned Rusalka at its premiere. Nejedlý grew up in Smetana’s 
hometown, and had studied piano with him. His devotion to Smetana bordered on 
fanaticism, and as Ondrej Supka writes:  
What seems more likely is that Dvořák, in his greatness and importance, 
provided Nejedlý with just the kind of adversary he needed to pursue his 
“struggle for Smetana”. Over the years he brought out a number of 
publications on music theory; regrettably, Nejedlý the ideologist generally 
triumphed over Nejedlý the musicologist. In 1910 he established the journal 
Smetana, surrounding himself in the process with a group of devoted 
advocates who worked as editors. These included the likes of eminent 
scientists and academics Otakar Zich, Josef Bartos and Vladimir Helfert. 
They criticized Dvořák – who could no longer defend himself – for what 
they claimed was his one-sidedness, insufficient musical memory, 
conservatism, lack of taste, eclecticism, and even for tawdry effects and 
bland melodies. They saw in his music a “grievous cultural danger” that 
“deformed the listener, goading him in the direction of musical 
primitivism”. The “artificially created Dvořák movement” would apparently 
become a “meaningless episode of the past”. According to Nejedlý, Dvořák 
represented a “boulder which the young Czech musician must roll aside in 
order to continue on his way”. Not even works of such caliber as the New 
World Symphony escaped absurd criticism… The constant diatribes voiced 
by the “Smetana camp” against Dvořák provoked a counterattack from the 
more judicious members of the cultural community. Adherents of Dvořák’s 
work published their own Protest in 1912 in which they took exception to 
the fanatical prejudice shown by Nejedlý and his group. Among the 
signatories were Emanuel Chvala, Oskar Nedbal, Vitezslav Novak, 
Frantisek Ondricek, Josef Suk, Otakar Sevcik, Vaclav Talich, Hanus Wihan 
and others. Subsequent years witnessed constant scuffles between the two 
camps, culminating in a ludicrous dispute: “It’s either Smetana, or Dvořák”. 
(Supka, 2005: www.antonin-dvorak.cz) 
 
Nejedlý soon became an important figure in the Czech government after WWII, twice 
being appointed Minister of Culture and Education. He also became an ardent supporter 
of the Communist Party, and was involved in the 1950’s reign of terror, and the 
installation of communism in Czechoslovakia. It cannot be a mere coincidence that 
Nejedlý’s rise to power aligned with the neglect of most of Dvořák’s operas within the  
National Theatre.  
While Jakobín, Čert a Káča, and Rusalka have all stayed in the repertoire of the 







following chart shows correlation between Nejedlý’s rise after WWII, and the 
degeneration of Dvořák’s opera tradition in Prague (Table 6.1).21  
 
Table 6.1 - Performance History of Dvořák’s Operas from Premiere to most recent Prague Performance. 
 (Jakobín, Čert a Káča, and Rusalka not included). 
 
 
The former mladočechs, who had grown in power after WWI, and the dissolution 
of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, became the cornerstone of the Czech government, and 
the Czech Communist Party post WWII. While they were no longer the ‘Young Czechs’ 
from an age standpoint, the ideals they had rallied around were still held, including their 
idolization of Smetana, and their detraction of Dvořák. Nejedlý rose to such positions as 
Minister of Education, and Minister of Culture, and, through these positions, was able to 
propagate his anti-Dvořák agenda. In his books on opera history, Nejedlý omitted Dvořák 
entirely, and through his positions of power, worked to erase Dvořák from Czech music 
history. There were generations of children who grew up in the Czech school system and 
learned almost nothing about Dvořák. Andrew Burgard’s essay on Nejedlý poses the 
question ‘the danger of a power musicologist’? Well, now we see the danger of Nejedlý’s 
position of power. His self-righteous crusade against Dvořák has caused irreparable 
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 I encountered an interesting rumour during my 2017 trip to the Czech Republic. While in rehearsals for 
Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro, I had the chance to chat with musicologist Ludmila Peřinová from the town 
of Tábor. We spoke about Dvořák’s legacy, and soon turned to Zdeněk Nejedlý. She stated that the little 
known reason for Nejedlý’s hatred for Dvořák is that he wished to court Dvořák’s daughter Otilie, but she 
refused him. This rumour could give new insight into Nejedlý’s reasons for shunning Dvořák’s music.  
Opera Premiere Number of  
Performances  






Alfred, B.16 1938 (Olomouc) 1 N/A N/A 
Král a Uhlíř, B.21 1887 (Prague) 44 N/A June 1957 
Tvrdé Palice, B.46 1881 (Prague) 140 N/A May 1946 
Vanda, B.55 1876 (Prague) 8 1991-2004 (5) June 2004 
Šelma Sedlák, B.67 1878 (Prague) 225 N/A June 1958 
Dimitrij, B.127 (186) 1882 (Prague) 125 1963-66 (22) June 1966 












Czech vs German – Dvořák’s lifelong battle with Language 
 
The language issue is something Dvořák fought with his entire life. Hanslick, 
Brahms, Simrock, and many others pressured Dvořák to compose vocal music in 
German, specifically operas. Hanslick even claimed that Dvořák could take over the 
mantle of Wagner if he would only compose in German instead of Czech. Simrock 
threatened to not publish works unless they were in German, but Dvořák always insisted 
that the works must have Czech and German titles and text.  
The questions of language rights and the protection of culture and traditions have 
always been problematic in situations of political hegemony, and the Nineteenth Century 
in the Austro-Hungarian Empire certainly was no exception. In fact, to describe their 
situation of cultural protection as merely problematic could be taken as a gross 
understatement since these questions of language and cultural rights threatened to tear 
apart the Empire. At the heart of the culture debates were the philosophical questions of 
“What is German?” and “Where does non-Germanic culture fit within this same 
Empire?” It was into this tumultuous time period that Antonín Dvořák, an unassuming 
and seemingly well-natured Czech composer, was thrown, forced to ply his art and fend 
for his musical and cultural identity in an environment of ethnic bigotry. As polite and 
ingratiating as Dvořák appeared in the majority of his correspondence, there is evidence 
of political embers that only required fanning. What was his response to all of this 
turmoil that surrounded him? With his best outlet being musical expression, did Dvořák 
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 In the spring of 2017, I had the fortune to meet with Mr. Daniel Herman, Minister of Culture to the 
Czech Republic. During his lecture on the arts in post-Communist Czech Republic, I asked a question on 
whether he felt there was residual Communism within the Czech National Theatre program (Národní 
Divadlo). I mentioned Nejedlý’s bias towards Dvořák, and the neglect that Dvořák has experienced on the 
national opera stages in the Czech Republic. He was unaware of the facts I had presented, and stated that he 







decide to assert himself against Germanic hegemony in a musical testimony? Was his 
music his voice of defiance? 
The fact that this repertoire is so obscure could be the result of multiple causes, 
but there is evidence that supports the existence of some form of Germanic suppression 
of the works. What was the Germanic musical populace scared of? The political rivals of 
the time used culture as weapons, and Dvořák was certainly used in this manner, but he 
was no mere pawn, he was playing the game. Through examination of specific musical 
examples, as well as investigation of Dvořák’s vast correspondence, it will become clear 
that well-mannered, non-political Antonín Dvořák was active in not only promoting 
Czech cultural interests through his operas and vocal works, but working to defy 
Germanic cultural dominance over himself and his people. 
While not a blatant political activist and commentator the likes of Richard 
Wagner, whose antics are legendary, or even on the level of Bedřich Smetana, Dvořák’s 
musical predecessor and a revolutionary in Prague uprisings, Dvořák was subtle, almost 
stealthy in his politics. A first sign of this aversion towards Germanicization comes at a 
young age for Dvořák, while enrolled at the Prague Organ School. Recollecting his time 
there between the ages of sixteen and eighteen, Dvořák remembers his own personal 
struggle within the language conflict in Prague, as seen in the quote in Chapter Four. 
Here we see the frustration of an adolescent who can express himself in his mother 
tongue, but is being forced—within his own country—to learn and communicate in a 
foreign language. The fact that class standing and a form of academic hierarchy at an 
organ school is determined in part upon German language skills appears both vexing and 
disheartening to young Dvořák. What part does the German language have in the use of 
playing Czech pipe organs? In Dvořák’s adult life, there is also documented evidence of 
an aversion towards the German language. Dvořák scholar John Clapham writes,  
At heart, he was a nationalist, devoted to Bohemia and proud of its culture 
and folklore. Furthermore he possessed the typical Slavonic dislike for 
Teutonic superiority and domination under which his fellow Czechs has 
suffered. For convenience he wrote to his German and Austrian friends in 
the German language as a matter of course, a language in which he could 












It is obvious through his correspondence that Dvořák had the capacity to express himself 
in German, but avoided it whenever possible. American musicologist Henry Krehbiel 
solidifies this assumption when recounting his personal conversations with Dvořák. 
Many a time have I waited while he struggled for an English expression 
when the German equivalent was waiting on his tongue and in my ears. I 
never knew him to indulge in frank, unconstrained use of the German 
tongue except in a gathering where all spoke German. (Krehbiel in 
Clapham, 1971: 252) 
 
The assumption here is that Krehbiel spoke German, and could have easily conversed 
with Dvořák, but Dvořák put himself through the trouble of stumbling with the English 
language to purposely avoid using German. It is the linguistic equivalent of crossing the 
street to avoid someone you dislike. He inconvenienced himself so to not speak German. 
Language was the medium through which Dvořák could assert his pro-Czech and anti-
German agendas.  
 
 The events occurring in Vienna, leading up to and throughout Dvořák’s life, sent 
shockwaves throughout the Austro-Hungarian territories, predominantly the Czech lands. 
The Emperor’s power itself was transferring more to the governing councils of the realm. 
In 1867, the Austrian Empire lost the major military conflict of the Austro-Prussian war 
at Hradec Kralove, where it was defeated by the Kingdom of Prussia. Most of the 
conflict, including this deciding battle, occurred in the Czech lands. To regain its status as 
a power in Europe, Austria reconciled its previous differences with Hungary and gave 
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 Hans Richter (1844-1916) was famous conductor and was a contemporary of Dvořák, Brahms, Hanslick, 
and Bruckner. He was based in Vienna where he conducted opera and orchestral concerts. He toured as 
well, and was one of the first people to conduct the then new London Symphony Orchestra. Richter was a 
huge supporter of Dvořák’s works and premiered as many as he could. Richter was often hard-pressed to 
get Dvořák’s works performed, and while the orchestra would like performing them, they would often 
decide at the last minute to withdraw a Dvořák piece so as to not stir up trouble. Richter’s hands were often 
tied in these matters as the orchestra chose the repertoire. Dvořák and Richter had a lengthy correspondence 
over the years, mostly regarding Dvořák’s repertoire and performances of it. Through this correspondence, 
one can see a mutually admirable relationship filled with respect and passion for music. Rosa Newmarch 







them political autonomy within the empire. Caught in all of this political re-ordering were 
the Czech people, loyal to the Austrians, but treated as second-class citizens, whose 
native language was the secondary language in its own political administration. Article 
19 of the Austrian Constitution of 1867 stated: 
All peoples of the state are equal, and each of the peoples shall have an 
inviolable right to the preservation and cultivation of its nationality and 
language. The equality of all the languages customary in the land 
[landesublichen Sprachen] in schools, public offices, and public life is 
recognized by the state. In regions in which several peoples reside, the 
educational institutions shall be organized in such a way that access to 
instruction shall be available to each of these peoples in its own language 
without the necessity of learning a second language of the land 
[Landessprache]. (Brodbeck, 2007: 88) 
 
The problem with the Czech lands is that they were inhabited by two language groups; 
the native Czechs, and the Germans, who had immigrated to the area over the centuries. 
Bohemia, Moravia, and other Czech border territories thus became the loophole in the 
constitution. David Brodbeck sums up the problematic nature of this arrangement very 
nicely. 
In Bohemia and Moravia both German and Czech were recognized as 
“languages of the land”, inasmuch as each was spoken by at least 20 
percent of the population. The rub lay in the Constitution’s failure to 
define the more ambiguous notion of a “language customary in the land.” 
Whereas the Czechs held that Czech should be treated as a landesubliche 
Sprache in all Bohemia and Moravia, even in those areas inhabited mostly 
by Germans, the Germans insisted that only German count as such in areas 
where few Czechs lived, arguing that no accommodation was necessary 
because virtually all Czechs could speak German in any case. For that 
reason alone, the Germans saw the Czechs’ insistence on their point as 
being based not in practical need, but in political assertiveness. Indeed, all 
parties could see that any threat to the traditional privileged status of the 
German language represented a serious threat to continued German 
hegemony in the multinational state. (Brodbeck, 2007: 88) 
 
This oversight by the Austrian government brought fuel to the nationalist fire in the 
Czech lands, and divided the Germanic states. In Austria, there were those of a liberal 
view, who felt that the Austro-Hungarian Empire should be open-minded. Their 







ethnicity, but through shared cultural values. The Czech bourgeoisie claimed that 
ethnicity was the basis upon which their cultural and social identity was built, and they 
opposed the liberal point of view. Furthermore, a counter-reaction to the Viennese 
liberalism was a radical concept among the young Austrians and Germans of that time, 
the concept of Pan-Germanism, which sought to unite all the German-speaking lands into 
one single country. For Dvořák, these political conflicts would determine how his works 
were received in Vienna, for as his political point of view mostly fell in line with the 
Czech bourgeoisie; he was not in line with either of the Viennese views. Caught in the 
middle of this, Dvořák would be a point of contention for two major music critics in 
Vienna; Eduard Hanslick, of the Neue Freie Presse, and who was in agreement with the 
liberal Viennese, and Hanslick’s life-long adversary, Theodor Helm, of the Deutsche 
Zeitung, who sympathized with the Pan-Germanic cause. 
By the time 1867 came around, Dvořák had been working as a professional 
musician for six years. He made his living by playing viola in dance halls, where he was 
immersed in folk music, and in Bedřich Smetana’s Bohemian National Provisional 
Theatre Orchestra. The orchestra had been formed in 1861 and was dedicated to 
commissioning, performing and promoting Czech operas. Dvořák was immersed in a 
community of fervent musical nationalism and this shaped his own thinking. It was 
during this time as a violist that he also became familiar with other composers such as 
Wagner due to playing his works in concerts and operas, so Dvořák was familiar with a 
wide music base. The very impetus of the Bohemian National Provisional Theatre 
Orchestra was to raise Czech art music to the standard of German art music. Bedřich 
Smetana, the iconic Czech musician of the time, composed symphonic poems on national 
themes, performances that Dvořák played and learned from. All the while, Dvořák had 
been composing in his spare time. His early compositions have some references to 
national themes, but there is very little vocal music aside from the song cycle The 
Cypresses, which was later reset as a cycle of string quartets. Chamber works dominated 








For a composer known primarily for his chamber and symphonic works, it is of 
interest to know that one of Dvořák’s earliest successes was a vocal work for choir and 
orchestra, entitled Hymnus, Dědicové bílé hory, or The Heirs of the White Mountain, 
which was composed in 1872. This large-scale work is set to a text of the same name 
penned in 1869 by Viteslav Halek, a founding father of contemporary Czech poetry. The 
text of the poem pays homage to the Czech nobles who fell to the Austrians at the 
infamous Battle of the White Mountain, which occurred in 1620, and marked the first 
victory of the Habsburgs over the protestant union. The romantic ideal of those who 
perished on the White Mountain became a symbol of national pride for the Czech people, 
and especially rang true in Dvořák’s time, as the Czech lands struggled to find a national 
identity against a cultural behemoth in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. For a patriot such 
as Dvořák, musically setting a dedication to the Heirs of the White Mountain was more 
than just paying homage; it was a rallying cry as the heirs for whom the piece is 
dedicated would be the descendants of the conflict, the Czechs of Dvořák’s time. 
The Hymnus premiered in 1873 by the Hlahol Choir of Prague and was a 
tremendous success. This instantly brought Dvořák’s name from obscurity to the 
forefront of the Czech music scene.  
On the 9
th
 of March 1873, “Hlahol” held an extraordinary concert in the 
New Town Theatre at which, in addition to a male choir and orchestra, a 
choir of 90 ladies appeared for the first time... This concert was 
remarkable also for the rare novelties included in the programme, of which 
the greatest success was achieved by the magnificent “Hymnus” of 
Antonín Dvořák. As one of the reporters expressed it: “It carried the whole 
audience off its feet on a wave of enthusiasm and can, with full justice, be 
described as the most brilliant item on the programme...” (Šourek ,1954: 
32-33) 
 
The response to Halek’s epic poem had been overwhelming, and the sentiment was 
echoed for Dvořák’s work. It is no wonder that a composer with the choral skill afforded 
Dvořák could take an epic text and set it to epic music. The blatant patriotism, or 
Czechism, of the Hymnus is seen through the anthemic and hymn-like melodic lines, 







Newmarch, one of the first musicologists to focus on Dvořák and Czech music had this to 
say about the Hymnus: 
Halek’s hymn, The Heirs of the White Mountain (‘Dědicové Bílé Hory’), 
which contains both lyrical and epic elements, had appeared in 1869, and 
made a profound impression on a nation just reawakening to the hope of 
spiritual and political freedom. The text expresses in simple but poetical 
language the sufferings of a race ‘born to eternal tears’ and the reaction 
from despair to a resolute faith in its ultimate victory, and rises towards 
the close to a climax of patriotic rejoicing. Dvořák’s music is finely 
adapted both to the shadow which overcasts the opening of the work and 
to the blaze of light in which it culminates. Broad and flowing melody, 
rhythmic balance, pregnant harmonies, characterize the first section, the 
solemnity of which is relieved by sincere warmth of emotion. The music 
then begins to mount by a gradual transition to heights of aspiration, until 
the twin summits of hope and certainty stand out, touched with the glory 
of a new dawn in the final outburst of the concluding bars. In this work 
Dvořák sheds the last traces of apprenticeship and becomes suddenly 
mature. (Newmarch, 1942: 130) 
 
Reviews such as this certainly do inspire one to search out the work and explore it, but 
therein lays the problem. The work has more or less disappeared from the canon of 
Western Classical Music. With such great successes of a pivotal work in Dvořák’s 
oeuvre, I am forced to ask the question of what became of the Hymnus? I know first-hand 
that there is no current published score of this work, or a current recording in print. The 
score exists only in on-demand reprints, and is essentially out of print. The recorded 
history of the work is just as sporadic with the most recent recording of the work being 
over thirty years old and long out of production. What caused this work to vanish from 
the repertoire, so much so that it exists only in footnotes and obscure references? For lack 
of a better term, this piece was a game-changer for Dvořák. It pulled him from the viola 
section in Smetana’s orchestra, as well as dancehall bands, and placed him at the centre 
of nationalist composition in Prague. We do know that the Hymnus was performed at the 
Royal Albert Hall during one of Dvořák’s English tours, with Dvořák himself 
conducting, but little is said about the critical response to the piece outside of the fact that 
all of his concerts in England were met with triumphs. Obviously the English had no 







the Nineteenth Century, one had to be successful in Vienna. Did the anti-Germanic nature 
of the Hymnus cause it to be subjected to a modicum of musical censorship or 
suppression? Hollander describes how unassuming Dvořák sometimes couldn’t contain 
his patriotism. “There were times at which his nationalist temperament became vocal in 
stronger, even in aggressive, accents, as for instance in the hymn of ‘The Heirs of the 
White Mountain’ or the ‘Husitská’ overture” (Hollander 1941, 317).  Dvořák was no fool, 
and he knew the effect this poem held within his own culture, but did he know how it 
affected Germanic culture?  Even at this young stage in his career, it can be speculated 
that Dvořák knew what he was doing.  
The piece begins with a lamenting quality, and the text deals with those who died 
in the battle, but soon enough the text moves towards the idea of not letting them die in 
vain and how the Czech people must remember the sacrifice, and let it be a rallying cry.
24 
The fate and longevity of this work is far less romantic than it’s beginning. It is ironic 
that such a singular triumph for Dvořák doesn’t seem to even exist in musical circles of 
today, enough that there is no current score in print, no recording in circulation. Who 
knows when it was most recently performed? Brahms took a leap of faith by composing 
his German Requiem to German text instead of the accepted and expected Latin text, yet 
Brahms’ work remains a cornerstone of choral repertoire, while Dvořák’s work is mired 
in obscurity. (A cursory search of Youtube brings no results for Dvořák’s Hymnus). H.C. 
Colles makes reference to the work when comparing Dvořák's compositional output at 
age thirty-one to Schubert’s at the same age. 
Had he [Dvořák] died at the age Schubert died (31 years), he would have 
left behind him only two slight symphonies, some chamber music and 
songs, this opera and, most important, The Hymnus, called in English, 
‘The Heirs of the White Mountain,’ the choral work […]is described by 
Hoffmeister as ‘the occasion of Dvořák’s first great triumph.’ That work 
alone might have kept his memory green among his countrymen still 
today, but everything else which attests his position among the great 
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 The work is full of patriotic imagery, such as “We’d love her (the homeland) still, should vultures swoop 
to tear us, We’d love her still as, as nation never loved its country before,” and “When she has all and of 
our blood a trifle, then that dear heart no longer is poor,” demonstrating that self-sacrifice for the homeland 







masters of the nineteenth-century music would have been lost to us. 
(Colles, 1941: 131) 
 
Here is a piece that should stand among the most important of Dvořák’s oeuvre. 
Subsequent editions of the work include a German translation and setting, but the work 
seems to be too much rooted in Czech nationalism, and too remindful of the military 
conflict that has much more meaning in Czech cultural history than it does in Germanic 
culture. The work ends in cries of “jet jedna vlast” (one Homeland) and there would have 
been no question as to which homeland the chorus sings (Figure 6.1). 
 
Figure 6.1 - from Dvořák’s Hymnus, measures 400-404 25 
 
The fact that the piece was given a German translation can almost be taken as an affront 
to German culture. Did Dvořák want Germans to sing in German about the greatness of 
the Czech lands? There has never been a reference to this piece having been performed in 
Austria or Germany, certainly not in Dvořák’s lifetime. This piece would have had the 
same effect, and political connotations, as if it were an Armenian composer who wrote a 
piece about the Armenian genocide, and asked for it to be performed in Turkey; it would 
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 The eight bars preceding the example and the four bars following the example are set to the same text 
and same musical structure of unaccompanied choral declamation between interludes of sweeping 
sixteenth-note orchestral sections, each building to the next statement of “jet jedna vlast.” The repeated 
nature of this statement drives home the crux of the piece, which is that everything that was done and will 







have been considered an affront or an insult.
26 
That fact seems to lead towards some form 
of anti-Czech feelings within Germanic music circles.   
Politically, Dvořák held the undesirable position of being caught between culture 
and politics within a state-funded musical environment. Dvořák had received the Austrian 
State Grant for Artists multiple times due to his compositional effect on Johannes Brahms 
and Eduard Hanslick and in doing so gained important Germanic supporters, but he was 
ever a Czech patriot and resisted Germanicization wherever he could. In fact, during the 
English tour that included the performance of the Hymnus, Dvořák showed his anti-
Germanic tendencies.  
On his arrival in London, Dvořák was surprised to see placards 
announcing that “Herr Anton Dvořák” was to conduct a new symphony on 
such and such a day. Dvořák immediately saw to it that on the placards he 
should be given the Czech designation “Pan Antonín Dvořák”. The club of 
German artists invited him that time to an evening to be held in his 
honour, such as had been previously arranged for Bülow, Richter and 
others, but Dvořák declined giving as his reason that he was not a German 
artist. (Zubaty in Šourek, 1954: 99)27  
 
Snubs like this are evidence that Dvořák was far from the political non-factor that most 
musicologists make him out to be.  
 
Taken notice of by composer Johannes Brahms, and music critic and philosopher, 
Eduard Hanslick during the process of applying for the previously mentioned grants, 
Dvořák soon developed life-long correspondence with these gentlemen. Brahms had seen 
a copy of Dvořák’s Moravian Duets for soprano and mezzo-soprano, and was so 
impressed by them, asked Dvořák’s permission to send the duets along to Fritz Simrock, 
Brahms’ music publisher. That Brahms was only mildly interested in Dvořák is 
discounted by a letter to Simrock: 
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 The Armenian genocide was a massacre by the Ottoman Empire in the aftermath of WWI. It is regarded 
that over 1 million Armenians were killed, and this in turn decimated their race. The battle of the White 
Mountain in the Czech Republic had a similar effect where the Germans destroyed a huge Czech army, and 
almost the entire Czech nobility. Both the Armenian and Czech cultures were almost made extinct by these 
events. 
27
 Josef Zubaty (1855-1931) was a lesser-known Czech composer and life-long friend of Dvořák. He 







…I should not have written if I had not been thinking about Dvořák, I don’t 
know what further risk you are wanting to take with this man. I know 
nothing about business matters or what interest there is for larger works. I 
don’t care to make recommendations because I only have eyes and ears, and 
they are not altogether my own. If you think of going on with it all, get him 
to send you his string quartets, major and minor, and have them played for 
you. The best that a musician can have, Dvořák possesses, and it is seen in 
these compositions. I am an incorrigible philistine –for the pleasure of it I 
should even publish my own works. In short I can’t say anything more than 
that I recommend Dvořák in general and in particular. (Brahms in Clapham 
1971, 245-46) 
 
Dvořák benefited from the relationship with Brahms as he was introduced to a larger 
musical world, indeed then the center of the musical world, Vienna. In fact, Brahms even 
insisted later in life that Dvořák move his whole family to Vienna to live off Brahms’ 
fortune, just so that Dvořák could get away from provincial Prague. The association with 
Hanslick provided Dvořák with a sympathetic ear among the music critics in Vienna, and 
Hanslick also acted as Dvořák’s proverbial Jiminy Cricket, providing advice and 
guidance when he felt Dvořák needed it. Hanslick was a leading figure in the debate over 
musical aesthetics, and also had political ties through his position at the Neue Freie 
Presse. He hoped to cure Dvořák of his early penchant for program music and Czechness, 
and to have him turn towards more absolute music. Dvořák conceded and moved into 
more absolute musical realms of composition but still continued to add nationalistic 
flavour to his works, whether folk rhythms or Czech names for movements in a larger 
work. An example of this would be Dvořák’s Sextet in A major. Hanslick often softened 
the effect of these folk insertions while writing his critiques. Of an 1881 concert, which 
contained a performance of the Sextet, Hanslick stated that even “if we permit the Slavic 
composer the fad of marking [middle] movements with the incomprehensive names of 
Dumka and Furiant it nevertheless remains altogether understandable and thoroughly 
effective music of genuine and individual beauty” (Hanslick in Brodbeck 2007, 98-99). 
Hanslick overlooked the Czechness in Dvořák’s absolute music because it didn’t exist as 
anything other than beautiful music. Without song texts of programmatic titles, the pieces 
did not conflict with Hanslick’s musical philosophies. Hanslick’s review of Dvořák’s 







uses the Czech aesthetic within the German art form of a violin concerto. “The 
Finale…pleases through its fresh, naïve festiveness; there is about it something of a 
bohemian country fair. Dvořák unites Slavic national reminiscences, happily enough, 
with eminent German art. His music is the best kind of ‘politics of reconciliation’; it is 
accepted by Germans and Czechs without hesitation with the same pleasure” (Hanslick in 
Brodbeck, 2007, 102). Theodor Helm also reviewed that same concert, and for insight 
into the Helm/Hanslick conflict of politics, one only has to read how Helm compares 
Dvořák to Beethoven, and how Beethoven’s use of German folk styles is, “vastly more 
pleasant to German ears and hearts than the Czech idiom that Dvořák smuggles into the 
classical sonata form” (Helm in Brodbeck, 2007, 103).28 
A major point of contention between Dvořák and Hanslick was the textual 
language in which Dvořák composed his vocal music; Dvořák wanted Czech, Hanslick 
wanted German. In a letter from June 1882: 
I have handed your Mixed Choruses to Mr. Simrock, who will return them 
to you himself. I do not consider these part songs equal to your Moravian 
Duets, but they are pleasant[....H]owever the German translation is quite 
impossible and useless, and since I cannot understand the Czech original, I 
am certain to miss some of the important features of the composition. I am 
afraid that just a little tinkering with this translation would help very 
much.  [...Y]ou should seriously and painstakingly make yourself 
acquainted with good German poetry and also set some German poems to 
music. The world also expects from you big vocal works, and these can 
hardly be entirely satisfactory if they are not inspired by German poetry. I 
think you ought not to persist in setting Czech texts for a very small 
public, while your big public is fobbed off with bad translations [.... I]t 
would be a great advantage for your entire artistic development as well as 
for your success if you were to live for one or two years away from 
Prague, and best of all in Vienna. This would not mean that you would 
become a renegade. But after such great initial success your art requires a 
wider horizon, a German environment, a bigger, non-Czech public. 
(Hanslick in Clapham 1971, 249) 
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 Eduard Hanslick (1825-1904) and Theodor Helm (1843-1920) had an almost confrontational 
relationship as rival critics for Viennese newspapers. The source of their rivalry was rooted in their political 
view, but was manifested in their views of Dvořák. Hanslick defended Dvořák’s music in almost a maternal 
nature, while Helm attacked Dvořák’s non-German origin and use of Czech folk influences. Helm used his 







Hanslick’s suggestion that Dvořák persists in setting Czech texts tells that this issue has 
been discussed before within the Dvořák-Brahms-Hanslick triumvirate, and also that 
Hanslick identifies a certain level of stubbornness in Dvořák to not relinquish Czech texts 
for German texts. The fact that Hanslick recommends for Dvořák to move away from 
Prague to Vienna, shows us that Hanslick is trying to get Dvořák to be less Czech, almost 
as if breaking him of a bad habit. Hanslick’s review of a Dvořák Slavonic Rhapsody, 
where he once again downplays the nationalism within the context that the Slavic 
motives could be Ukranian or any other ethnic group is analyzed by Brodbeck. “Hanslick 
seeks to distance Dvořák from the cause of Czech nationalism by implying that the 
composer was, in effect, “one of us”—a German” (Brodbeck, 2007, 83). A point of 
interest in all of this is that Hanslick had been born a Czech, but had renounced his 
heritage and become fully Germanicized. He was a passionate supporter of Dvořák’s 
music, but also a strict critic of it. His support is seen in the critiques of orchestral and 
chamber works, but his strictness is prominent in reviews and opinions of Dvořák’s vocal 
works, and his continued use of Czech texts. Hanslick tried to even dangle the carrot of 
being named as heir to Wagner’s operatic legacy, but only if he would set a German 
libretto.  
He [Dvořák] was already celebrated abroad as a composer of choral, 
symphonic, and chamber music, and if only he could crown this with a 
similar reputation in the field of opera, even greater glory would be 
his.[…S]ince Wagner was no longer alive, there was a real need for a 
leading composer of German opera to make an appearance. Was it 
possible for Dvořák to provide what was wanted? Hanslick was keen to 
give him a chance…(Clapham 1971, 250)29  
 
Dvořák’s continuous focus on Czech texts is a renunciation of what Wagner 
represented. The renunciation of ultra-Germanic opera is a major statement for 
Dvořák as Hanslick had the influence to make sure Dvořák was a success. The 
wealth that would have accompanied such an honour, let alone the fame, would 
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 Hanslick writes to Dvořák on May 3rd, 1884 regarding an offer from a German opera director for a new 
work from Dvořák. Hanslick essentially sets it up so that all Dvořák has to do is agree and everything 
would be taken care of. A German librettist would write any kind of work Dvořák wanted. Dvořák never 







have been more than Dvořák could have imagined at that point in his life. Was 
this Dvořák’s way of a Ghandi-like resistance? Did he make a political statement 
through self-denial of fame, and continuing to set Czech opera texts? 
Dvořák often argued, passively as it may be, through his correspondence 
with Fritz Simrock, his Viennese publisher. On numerous occasions, Dvořák 
asserted his Czechness to Simrock, who it seems always asserted Germanic 
interests that would lead to print music sales. In his correspondence with Simrock, 
there is a natural growth in how their relationship worked, beginning with humble 
Dvořák doing anything to please the publisher, to later when Dvořák had enough 
regard behind him, to dictate terms to the publisher. It is an interesting 
development from a youthful composer to an experienced composer, and we are 
fortunate to be able to see Dvořák grow up through these letters. For the most 
part, Simrock was happy to publish Dvořák’s works, but as with the situation with 
Hanslick, conflict arose over the question of the texts of the vocal works. 
The earliest publications by Simrock include Dvořák’s Slavonic Dances for piano 
duo, and the duets on Moravian poetry for soprano, mezzo-soprano, and piano. These 
duets were, like the Hymnus, compositions that were well regarded and brought him to 
the next level of the musical echelon. Dvořák had submitted them to Hanslick and 
Brahms as part of one of his grant applications. Hanslick writes to young Dvořák: 
Johannes Brahms, who together with me has proposed this grant, takes a 
great interest in your fine talent, and like especially your Czech vocal 
duets, of which I too am exceptionally fond. […H]e has kept the vocal 
duets in order to show them to his publisher [Simrock] and to recommend 
them to him. If you could provide a good German translation, he would 
certainly arrange for their publication. Perhaps you might send him a copy 
of these and some other manuscripts. After all, it would be advantageous 
for your things to become known beyond your narrow Czech fatherland, 
which in any case does not do much for you. (Hanslick in Clapham 1971, 
242) 
 
Here, in the first correspondence between Hanslick and Dvořák, we see Hanslick pressing 
upon the point of textual language, a repeated theme that we have seen in the previously 







anything to get them published. The Moravské Dvojzpěvy (Moravian Duets) were another 
big hit for Dvořák, essentially winning him the grant on their own, so why is it that they 
are no longer held in regard within Dvořák’s oeuvre? With these duets, and commissions 
such as the Slavonic Dances, Dvořák gained early success with Simrock, and wanted to 
keep the proverbial ball rolling. The much background behind the Cigánské Melodie or 
Zigeurnermelodien (Gypsy Songs) caused another issue with the language of the sung 
text. The issue was that Dvořák had been presented with Czech poems by Aldolf Heyduk 
on gypsy life, and decided to set some of the poems as a song cycle.
30
 Heyduk’s poems 
were in Czech, but at the behest of Hans Richter, and the German-Bohemian tenor 
Gustav Walter, for whom the cycle is dedicated, Dvořák asked Heyduk to create a 
German translation that he could set to music.
31
 “At any rate, the dedication to Walter 
explains why Dvořák wrote these songs directly to German translation, made at Dvořák’s 
request by Heyduk himself…” ( Šourek in Dvořák 1955, VIII).  In the summer of 1880, 
the German version of this song cycle appeared in the records of Simrock’s publishing 
house, but Dvořák didn’t rest…he wanted versions in Czech. In a letter to Simrock in late 
1880: 
And now I have a request. From what I hear, the Gipsy Melodies are in 
lively demand here in Bohemia but with Czech text. Would it not be 
possible to publish the vocal parts separately with Czech text, or if you 
were to publish the whole cycle with Czech text you would certainly not 
stand to lose anything by it, and you would give me great pleasure, as it is 
an attention I am due my countrymen to make it possible for them to sing 
my songs in the Czech language. (Dvořák in Šourek 1954, 58) 
 
Dvořák feels a patriotic duty to have these songs set in Czech. The gypsy lifestyle of the 
Bohemian has certainly been well-documented in history, and sparked the Bohemianism 
cultural movement in Europe in the Nineteenth Century, but at this time it would have 
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 Adolf Heyduk (1835-1923) was a Czech poet of high regard. Many of his texts were set by Dvořák, but 
also other composers such as Charles Ives. 
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 Gustav Walter (1834-1910) was a famous tenor of the Vienna Court Opera during Dvořák’s time. Due to 
Hans Richter being conductor of the opera, he was able to introduce Walter and Dvořák. Walter was born 
in Bílina, in Bohemia, but no reference is made to whether he only spoke German, or whether he spoke 







been a form of exoticism in Vienna.
32
 While the music and texts were deeply rooted in 
Czech ethnicity, for the German and Austrian music purchaser, these would have been 
foreign pieces, depicting a culture and lifestyle unfamiliar to them. Simrock had 
published the German version, and it was selling well, so he had no impetus or haste to 
produce a Czech edition, but by insisting on a Czech edition of these works, Dvořák 
bares his patriotic teeth. 
In 1885, there was a major falling-out between Dvořák and Simrock, and it almost 
resulted in a permanent split. Again, the problem stemmed from language. Dvořák had 
addressed Simrock about having his pieces published with Czech titles as well as 
German. While Simrock’s reply to this request does not appear to exist any longer, 
Šourek makes reference to that fact that Simrock made light of the urgent nature with 
which Dvořák makes the request. Dvořák’s response is passionate. 
…Do not laugh at my Czech brother and so not be sorry for me either. 
What I asked of you was only a wish, and if you cannot fulfill it I am 
justified in seeing in it a lack of goodwill on your part such as I have not 
found either among English or French publishers. It is evident that you 
have no idea of the circumstances in which I live. (Dvořák in Šourek, 
1954, 98)  
 
Dvořák goes as far as stating that he will look for a new publisher if Simrock does not 
capitulate in this matter. The “circumstance” in which Dvořák lived was the constant pull 
by Brahms and Hanslick to be more German than Czech. It is even insinuated by Dvořák 
that English and French publishers have no qualms about publishing in Czech, so why 
should a German publisher like Simrock? Were the Germans afraid of the Czech 
language? Was there xenophobia rampant in the German lands that made them fear the 
Czechs? Simrock replied to Dvořák’s heated letter with one of his own, calling out 
Dvořák’s insistence on Czech texts and speculating that Dvořák has a nationalistic 
political agenda. Dvořák’s response is a bit sarcastic. 
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 Bohemianism was a movement that swept across Europe in the Nineteenth Century. It was most 
prevalent in the artist communities, where artists, poets, actors, and musicians would live in poverty, 
moving from town to town, existing for art alone. It began in France with the French immigration of 
Romani gypsies, who were believed to come from Bohemia. The movement had great influence on artists 
such as Renoir, and author Murger. Bizet’s Carmen and Puccini’s La Boheme were a direct result of the 







Your last letter with national-political comments I found very entertaining; 
my only regret that you are so badly informed. That is how all our enemies 
or, more exactly: some individuals must write in the intentions and 
according to the tendency of this or that political paper. But what have we 
two to do with politics; let us be glad that we can dedicate our services to 
art. And let us hope that nations which possess and represent art will never 
perish, no matter how small they are. Forgive me but I only wanted to say 
to you that an artist has also his country in which he must have firm faith 
and for which he must have an ardent heart. (Dvořák in Šourek, 1954, 98) 
 
Dvořák’s tongue-in-cheek response to Simrock helps to identify some fundamental 
political beliefs for Dvořák. We see that he hopes that even the small nations that produce 
artists, as in the Czech lands, never disappear. This disappearance could be the cultural 
disappearance of the Czechs within their absorption into a Pan-Germanic state. We also 
see that for Dvořák, his music and his country are one in the same, they are eternally 
linked. His insistence for Czech song texts is proof in that matter. His music is Czech 
music, and for him to compose to German texts is against who he is. Once Dvořák had 
the support of Brahms and Hanslick, and had established his reputation with Simrock, he 
could then work by his own agenda; promoting Czech text into the world of German 
music publication. 
 
Dvořák’s First, and Last Foray into the Austro-German Opera Market. 
 
For the opera Šelma Sedlák B. 67 (The Cunning Peasant), Dvořák returned to 
Czech subject matter, and a comic libretto. The story is written in the same comic style as 
Le Nozze di Figaro or Prodaná Nevěsta, with mistaken identities, disguises, schemes, and 
planned marriages. These types of comedies were popular at the time, so Dvořák took a 
chance on the libretto. While the work has many seamless segues between scenes, it is 
more Verdi than Wagner. The piece is ripe with representative themes, and distinctly 
Czech musical idioms. The treatment of the chorus is in a Slavic flavor, and Czech dance 
rhythms permeate the work. This is where Dvořák hit his stride as an opera composer. 
The work was completed in 1877, and was received well in its 1878 premiere at the 







tandem with Tvrdé Palice. This is the first opera Dvořák had performed outside of his 
homeland, with performances in Dresden (1882), Hamburg (1883) and Vienna (1885). 
Reception of the work abroad was mixed. The Dresden performance of Šelma Sedlák was 
by all accounts a success. To Simrock, Dvořák writes:  
A thousand pities you weren’t in Dresden: you would have certainly have 
rejoiced heartily at the splendid success and the exemplary presentation…. 
Especially however, the Prince’s aria was so beautifully performed that the 
audience demanded an encore. In Short, everything was splendid and the 
audience very animated. I was called for after each act…. (Šourek, 1954: 66) 
 
The Vienna performance was a night to remember, but for different reasons. The opera, 
staged in a German translation Der Bauer ein Schelm and in a new setting in Austria, 
closed after two performances filled with tumult. Nationalist tensions were high in 
Vienna at this time with the Alten (conservative Habsburg Germans) and the Jungen 
movement (liberal German nationalists) attending in droves in response to the Viennese 
conservatives. Also in attendance were groups of Czech nationalists interested in seeing 
how their countryman would fair on a German stage. It’s never a good sign when the 
police are called to the opera. David Brodbeck presents an anonymous review from the 
Deutsche Zeitung in Vienna, a pro-German newspaper.  
The new comic opera Der Bauer ein Schelm by the Czech national-composer 
Anton Dvořák created quite a fiasco at today’s first performance… Apart 
from the convulsive applause of the members of the Czech voluntary 
associations, every one of which seemed to be in the house, which was 
answered each time by opposition, and a few signs of approval that had to do 
more with the performers, not a hand was lifted during the entire 
performance… The new work…suffers above all from an unbelievably 
foolish libretto worked out in a tasteless manner from a very old idea. In the 
music is found, in addition to many trivialities that please only the Slavic-
national ear, many melodies and a number of fine orchestral effects as 
well…His national friends were unable to force a curtain call by the 
composer… We have heard that the most stringent police precautions were 
taken in order to prevent the multiple demonstrations that were expected. In 
fact a number of persons who had allowed themselves to hiss were arrested 
in the gallery. At bottom, the utter dramatic worthlessness of the Dvořák-









As Brodbeck states, the anonymous review is assumed to be the writing of Theodor 
Helm, who worked for the paper, and had previously detracted against Dvořák’s works 
due to their Czechness and their attempt to bring Czech culture into the Viennese scene. 
Music reviewer Josef Königstein’s impartial review from the left-liberal Illustrirtes 
Wiener Extrablatt, recounts the events of the performance.  
A performance with a police contingent and arrests – That is something the 
public in attendance at yesterday’s premiere of Anton Dvořák’s two-act 
opera Der Bauer ein Schelm, produced in honor of the Empress’ name-day, 
scarcely expected. Already after the Overture, which was based on Slavic 
tunes, the applause coming from part of the second parquet and the standing 
room was answered with whistles from the gallery. After the first ensemble 
the gallery reacted again to the applause from below, only this time with 
hisses…it was a band of 12-15 students who had responded in the form of a 
counterclaque to the invitation distributed on yellow slips of paper “to 
prevent Czech music from appearing in Vienna.” The police were informed 
of the scheme and about thirty detectives…were assigned to the 
gallery…(Königstein in Brodbeck, 2007: 107-108) 
 
Oddly silent through this ordeal was Eduard Hanslick, music critic for Neue Freie Presse 
(a conservative Viennese paper) and an ardent supporter of Dvořák. His comments on the 
work only discuss the music, and how the plot of the opera was not effective set in 
Austria versus Bohemia.
33
 Dvořák himself commented by writing in his notes for the 
oratorio Svatá Ludmila, “Completed in the days when The Cunning Peasant was 
murdered in Vienna.”34 This is where we begin to see the outside forces that contributed 
to Dvořák’s operas not being produced outside of Bohemia. Partisan press targeted 
Dvořák as either the cause of, or solution to, the problems of national identity within the 
Austrian empire. “The failure, says David Beveridge “was certainly influenced by the 
anti-Czech sentiment in Vienna, which just at that time precipitated student riots.” This 
anti-Czech sentiment was to play another role with Rusalka more than fifteen years later 
(Cheek: 2013, 55-56).” Aside from the disastrous foray to Vienna, Šelma Sedlák had been 
warmly received at home. In fact, from 1883-1958, the opera had 225 performances 
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within the Czech National Theatre system, but has not been seen in Prague since. What 
has happened to this work? With that many performances, it was obviously successful, or 
popular enough to warrant productions, so where has it gone?  
 
Failure to Launch – Rusalka’s ‘Almost’ Vienna Premiere 
 
Timothy Cheek alluded to Rusalka’s ‘window of opportunity’ in the opening of 
this chapter, and that window came at the behest of Gustav Mahler. So much was the 
score admired, that Gustav Mahler, then the director of the Vienna Hofoper (Court Opera 
– now Staatsoper), planned a debut for the work in Vienna, before it being withdrawn by 
Mahler due to newspaper attacks by the radical Deutsche Zeitung and the like, berating 
him for programming a work by a Czech composer. “National rivalry was partly 
responsible for Rusalka not reaching audiences in Vienna, unlike the works of Smetana in 
the previous year. Gustav Mahler, then director for the royal opera, had scheduled its 
Viennese premiere for August 1902. But the anti-Czech mood under Mayer Lueger was 
very strong…the performance was dropped (Ther, 2014: 184).” This quote by Ther is in 
line with the quote by Cheek made earlier that anti-Czech sentiment caused the Rusalka 
production to halt.  
While Mahler can hardly be blamed for the immense delay in Rusalka’s Vienna 
premiere, the question arises as to why such a work of lyrical beauty as Rusalka, 
composed by Dvořák (who had quite an international profile at the time), could have 
been neglected for so long in Vienna. Other interesting dates arise when one explores 
some of Rusalka’s other major premiere dates; the British Premiere at the Sadler-Wells 
opera in 1959 and the Metropolitan Opera premiere in New York, where Dvořák lived 
and worked for many years, coming as late as 1993, almost one hundred years after 











Performance history of Dvořák’s operas in Prague 
 
In terms of frequency of performance within the Czech Republic, the third most 
frequently performed opera by Dvořák after Jakobín and Rusalka, is Čert a Káča (The 
Devil and Kate). This opera separates Jakobín and Rusalka in the chronological order of 
Dvořák’s operas. Čert a Káča is a comic piece composed in 1899 to a libretto by Adolf 
Wenig, and based on a folk tale. The setting is in rural Bohemia, in a feudal territory, 
similar to Jakobín. An ill-mannered Princess rules the land, and the other main characters 
are from the peasantry that lives on her land. These include the titular Kate, the archetype 
of the strong-minded, assertive Czech woman, Jirka the shepherd, and the chorus. 
Marbuel the comedic devil, and Lucifer, are supernatural characters.   
This is a transitional work, moving from the numbers opera of Jakobín, to the 
through-composed style of Rusalka. John Tyrell puts it succinctly by stating: 
Nevertheless, the new ‘Wagnerian’ direction was evident in Dvořák’s 
next opera The Devil and Kate (1899). Though there are still some 
evident set numbers showing through…Dvořák built up larger musical 
structures by means of recurring themes. But Dvořák treated these 
themes more in the manner of a symphonist attempting to unify a long, 
complex work than like a true leitmotivist intent on exploring their 
musico-dramatic tensions. (Tyrell, 1988: 86) 
The through-composed nature of Čert a Káča is definitely a move toward 
Wagnerism, but still retaining the use of chorus, ensembles, and folk influences, such as 
more Czech ‘bagpipes’.  
While the opera Alfred didn’t receive its premiere until 1938, at the Olomouc 
Czech Theatre, and has been virtually unperformed since, the fifteen-minute overture was 
published posthumously by Simrock, and is known by the dual title Tragic Overture of 
Dramatic Overture. It was only in 2014 that the first recording of the work occurred. I 
see this as Dvořák showcasing the culmination of all of the operatic influences he had 
experienced, but without the cohesive force of his own style. 
Král a Uhlíř (The King and the Collier) is another hidden gem in Dvořák’s 
operatic output. This was his second opera, and his first opera to be performed. Král a 







Guldener of Plzeň, who actually penned his name as Bernard J. Lobeský, perhaps in an 
attempt to seem ‘more Czech’. The quality of Czech language libretti was somewhat 
dubious at this early stage in Czech opera, and what resulted was an influx of mediocre 
libretti. While some people feel that this is the reason Dvořák’s operas are mired in 
obscurity, one can argue that mediocrity can be overcome in the hands of the right 
composer. Da Ponte’s Cosi fan tutte is not a masterpiece of textual drama, but in 
Mozart’s hands, became a stunning tale of love and mistaken identity, and includes some 
of the finest ensemble music ever composed. It is with this in mind that Dvořák’s operas 
must be studied. Král a uhlíř is where Dvořák begins to find his way within the opera 
world, both through a better grasp of the Wagnerian style, and a synthesis between 
language and subject matter. The Czech theme and Czech language are comfort zones for 
Dvořák, and a positive setting for him to hone his skills. The setting, characters, and even 
vocations within the opera, were distinctly Bohemian. It is what will be classified as a 
‘village opera’. The instrumentation is colourful, with horns used for the hunting themes, 
and even a statement in Act One representing the Czech bagpipes used by the peasant 
classes. The quasi-comic plot involved mistaken identity, a love triangle, and clemency. 
Recurring themes are used, in a leitmotif style, for the four main characters: Král Matyáš, 
Matěj, Jeník, and Liduška. The recurring themes are in the Wagnerian style in that they 
mostly appear in the orchestral accompaniment, with only a few statements being sung. 
The work is filled with elaborate ensembles and male chorus sections. In a Sunday Times 
interview, Dvořák stated: 
Yes; one of my chief ambitions when I began to compose was to write an 
opera. My first attempt was one called ‘König und Köhler’ [The King and the 
Charcoal Burner]. The influence of Wagner was strongly shown in the 
harmony and orchestration. I had just heard ‘Die Meistersinger’, and not long 
before that Richard Wagner had himself been in Prague. (Beveridge, 1996: 
287) 
 
Král a uhlíř almost suffered the same fate as its predecessor Alfred in that, once again, 
the score was returned to Dvořák unperformed. When first presented to Smetana, he said 
of Dvořák’s work “it is an important work, full of brilliant ideas” (Burghauser, 2007: 18). 







Dvořák’s own words verified what Smetana has warned. “The piano and choral 
rehearsals began. But with one assent all combined that the music was too difficult. It 
was infinitely worse [more difficult] than Wagner. It was original, clever they said, but 
unsingable. Persuasion was useless: my opera was abandoned” (Beveridge, 1996: 287). 
The influence for Král a ulhir had been Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, and 
Smaczny supports the idea that was the reason for Dvořák’s more cohesive integration of 
the Wagner style. With the score returned, and rehearsals cancelled, Dvořák went for a 
re-visioning of Král a uhlíř, and in 1874, the opera was performed, but given a run of 
four shows, which for the Czech Provisional Theatre at the time was not bad. From the 
Dalibor review, Smaczny shows us:  
There was also an attempt to enlist Dvořák as a player in the national agenda 
for Czech opera with talk of a ‘pure Czech art’. While the second version of 
Král a uhlíř owes a debt to Smetana’s comic manner, it also leans heavily on 
two popular German stalwarts of the Provisional Theatre repertoire, Weber’s 
Der Freischütz and Lortzing’s Zar und Zimmermann, both of which would 
have been very familiar to Dvořák from his days as an orchestral player. 
(Smaczny, 2013: 103) 
 
The opera is still a ‘numbers opera’, as opposed to a through-composed piece, but Dvořák 
ties the numbers together effortlessly. The overture of the work focuses on a folk melody, 
structured in a sixteen-bar folk style and in the rhythm of a polka (Figure 6.2). 
 
Figure 6.2 – Folk melody from the overture of Král a Uhlíř  
 
The thematic material is linked to the specific characters named above. Matěj, the 







‘bagpipes’ are implied in Dvořák’s score, even to the point where the King even sings a 
Song of the Bagpipes to entertain the colliers. 
The performance record of Král a Uhlíř was going well up until the 1960’s. 
Between 1887 and 1957, the opera had forty-four performances at the Czech National 
Theatre, but has had only one since. Outside of the Czech republic, it is virtually 
unperformed. It is curious that this work with a budding performance history, by an 
important national composer, has been all but dropped from the repertoire. 
Šelma Sedlák’s Austro-German performances were covered earlier, but the work 
was popular in Prague up until 1960, encompassing two hundred and twenty-five 
performances during that time. Šelma Sedlák (The Cunning Peasant) B.67, was a work 
filled with comic mischief, scheming, and a marriage. It is often compared to Mozart’s Le 
Nozze di Figaro, including an aria by the Prince that is closely linked to Figaro’s aria ‘Se 
Vuol Ballare’. The opera relies on representative themes, as Dvořák has used in many of 
his operas, with themes linked to the Prince/Princess, the peasant Martin, and others. 
Otakar Šourek has done preliminary analysis work on Šelma Sedlák, but the research is 
not readily available at this time.
35
 The opera was very popular in Prague, but fell off the 
map during the Communist era in Czechoslovakia. 
Perhaps one of the most intriguing operas in the batch of forgotten works is 
Dvořák’s Tvrdé Palice B. 46 (The Stubborn Lovers). The opera is set to a Czech libretto 
by Josef Štolba and is a sadly overlooked gem. Completed in 1874, Tvrdé Palice had its 
premiere in 1881, and the poor work has been treated to a legacy that is almost 
Donizettian in its bad luck. The premiere was marred by what Clapham states as “a very 
poor performance” (Clapham, 1966: 271). Following the first performance, there was an 
argument with Dvořák and the theatre over the royalties, and the work was withdrawn 
after one showing. As John Clapham also states about the opera being withdrawn as “a 
fate which it did not deserve” (Clapham, 1966: 217). 
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The characters are clearly defined in the libretto, and the entire story centers 
around the plotting and scheming of an old village Grandfather (Řeřicha), not unlike Don 
Alfonso in Cosi fan tutte, Kecal in Prodaná Nevěsta, or Colas in Bastien und Bastienne, 
who tricks a young couple into thinking they are betrothed to other people, just so to get 
them to realize how much they actually love each other. While there is no real dramatic 
conflict, the opera does have a singular wit.  The main theme of the opera, the scheming 
theme associated with Řeřicha, is an oscillating eight-note motive that permeates the 
entire piece, showing how far Řeřicha will go to get Tonik and Lenka together. The 
overture to the opera, another long ten-minute opening, is a stunning piece on its own, 
and contains much of the thematic material of the opera, save for a charming folk dance 
in the B section of the overture. Figure 6.3 contains the two main themes in the opera.  
 
Figure 6.3 – Act One of Tvrdé Palice – Scheming theme and Contentment theme 
 
The folk dance in the overture fits in with folk music examples in Dvořák's other 










Figure 6.4 – Folk dance in the overture to Tvrdé Palice 
 
The themes work in a similar way to Jakobín, in that they can be sung or played in the 
orchestra, and are varied throughout the opera. Tvrdé Palice has strong ties to the village 
idiom of Smetana’s Prodaná Nevěsta in both subject matter, and structure. There are 
clearly defined numbers, but they segue seamlessly into the next number, so the opera fits 
in with the Wagnerian concept of through-composed music. The story is rooted in the 
tradition of Rousseau’s Devin du Village, the template for the libretti of Mozart’s Bastien 
und Bastienne, Quesnel’s Colas et Colinette, and many other works. A triangle of central 
characters, usually two young lovers and an older scheming man, are involved in various 
plots including mistaken identity, and recognized affection. The spirited music includes 
many fine arias, each distinct in their rhythmic or harmonic invention. For example, 
Lenka has two arias, one a quick, rhythmic, patter-like work, and one lyric aria with a 
beautiful melody. While not a villain in the traditional dramatic sense, Řeřicha is 
responsible for propelling the action through his scheming. Appropriately, he has a 
scheming aria similar to Kecal in Prodaná Nevěsta, or Don Alfonso in Cosi fan tutte. 
Lenka’s patter aria (Figure 6.5), an odd style for a soprano voice, is again rooted in the 








Figure 6.5 – Lenka’s patter aria, showing the first eight bars of the folk song structure 
The opera relies mainly on the ensemble cast of five soloists: Lenka (soprano), Toník 
(tenor), Říhová (contralto), Vavra (baritone), and Řeřicha (bass), but does involve a 
number with the chorus women, and one with the full chorus. Řeřicha is the central figure 
throughout the opera as his scheming theme flows throughout the work, and Řeřicha 
himself is involved in every ensemble in the opera, except for one. Like Benda in 
Jakobín, the action revolves around Řeřicha’s schemes and plans, and he is the only 
character who interacts with everyone in the opera. Tvrdé Palice is a joyful work 
encapsulating a view of Bohemian village life. These are simple people, and the plot 
centres on a harmful prank to bring two lovebirds together. This charming work has been 
all but forgotten by opera houses in the Czech Republic, and is virtually unknown around 
the world. Evidence of the reasons for this neglect will be outlined in the next chapter.  
From 1884-1946, the opera began to make its way into the repertoire of the Czech 
National Theatre, including sixty-six performances between 1928 and 1946. Since 1946 
however, the opera has not been performed in Prague. This work is truly an overlooked 
one-act gem.  
An interesting aspect of Dimitrij and Vanda, two of Dvořák’s operas based on 







Czech composer setting stories of Russian and Polish origin respectively, but composing 
them to be sung in the Czech language. If this doesn’t adhere to the concept of  
Pan-Slavism, and the melding of different Slavic cultures, then I don’t know what is.36 
The first performance of Vanda in 1876 resulted in only four more performances 
before being withdrawn. Plans to have Vanda performed at the Vienna Court Opera in 
1879 fell through. Since the premiere run of the opera, it has only been performed a total 
of 8 times, including a hiatus from 1929 to 1991. 
After fifty performances, Dimitrij was selected to be part of the Czech National 
Theatre’s exhibition at the International Exhibition in Vienna, 1892. Like Král a uhlíř, 
Dimitrij went through extensive revisions. The exhibition included the Vienna premiere 
of Smetana’s Prodaná Nevěsta (The Bartered Bride), which was warmly received, and 
praised by the Jungen for its embrace of Wagnerian styles and forms, but in reality, the 
work is closely linked to numbers opera and folk idioms. Dimitrij may have had a better 
fate internationally had it been given the opportunity at the 1892 Exhibition. “When 
Prodaná Nevěsta had been chosen for the exhibition in Vienna in 1892, the decision 
came only after heated debate over whether to offer Dvořák’s opera Dimitrij instead 
(Cheek, 2013: 55).” It is very likely that the ‘heated debate’ involved the partisan 
affiliations between the Old Czechs and Young Czechs. The Young Czechs and the 
Jungen had similar outlooks in art in that they both embraced the Wagnerian model. Also, 
Prodaná Nevěsta is firmly rooted in the Czech folk idiom, while Dimitrij is from a 
libretto based on the Russian monarchy. Was Dimitrij sacrificed at the hands of the 
Young Czechs to better assert their idea of an independent Czech nation, over pan-
Slavism? 
Dvořák’s final opera, Armida, was met with mixed results in Prague. While 
reviewers spoke favourably of the music, the foreign, Arcadian-style story never seemed 
to be embraced by the Prague public. Also, at this time, the Nejedlý/Hostinský 
propaganda machine was in full swing, meaning that this final work by Dvořák would 
have an uphill battle with music critics. The work was created in the year of Dvořák’s 
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death, and has bounced in and out of the repertoire, but the music has started to see a 
small revival recently in the Prague music scene. It had fifty-one performances between 
1904 and 1960, and since then, only twenty-eight performances between 1987-1991. 
Sadly Armida is greatly overshadowed by Dvořák’s penultimate, and most famous opera, 
Rusalka.  
 
It is evident through this chapter that the fault of Dvořák’s operas being unknown 
is hardly Dvořák’s. The Czech National Opera Program was inextricably linked with the 
politics of the day in Bohemia. The assertion of the operas of Smetana by the Young 
Czechs was certainly a proponent in this, as was the partisan press led by Zdeněk 
Nejedlý. Outside Bohemia, Dvořák faced the press again, this time being pulled between 
Austrian conservatives like Hanslick, and the Austro-German radicals, such as Helm. All 
of these factors worked towards the closure of that limited ‘window of opportunity’ that 
Cheek spoke of at the start of this chapter. Dvořák’s operatic resurgence will be led by 
Rusalka, but can only happen through productions that portray Dvořák’s fairytale. If 
Rusalka is brought into the repertoire properly, then the potential is limitless for Dvořák’s 
operas. There are several factors that can contribute to the success of these operas, and 









Chapter Seven: Returning Dvořák’s Voice to the Operatic Stage 
Rusalka Performances in the Twentieth Century and Beyond 
 
While opera in the Twentieth Century was often called ‘The Golden Age of 
Singing’, one could call the Twenty-First Century as ‘The Golden Age of the Director’. 
This is an era of excellent voices and stage presences, but it has become evident in the 
last twenty to thirty years that staging and production choices that would have been 
considered risqué or taboo in even the 1980’s, are now considered fair game. It is open 
season on opera productions from locations, to settings, to costumes. For operagoers 
looking for traditional productions of operas, one has to sometimes rely on recorded 
media as current productions can some times go off the deep end in their absurdity. It has 
even come to the point where opera companies are created solely to present opera in 
traditional productions, as a response to some of the avant-garde productions. What has 
been created is a divide within the opera-going public, a dichotomy over tradition versus 
modern. While there are some people who attend both opera-type companies, there are 
those who patronize one, and never the other.
37
 One thing is for sure, the operagoers are 
smarter than the production companies may think, and they are looking towards other 
outlets such as smaller, start-up opera companies, or the Met HD series. One thing can be 
considered truth: the operagoers of the world are not against modern productions, but 
they are against productions that go against the story, get in the way of the plot of the 
music making, and are based upon shock value.  
What does this have to do with Dvořák’s operas? Well, for a composer whose 
operas are virtually unperformed outside of the Czech Republic (and even within, as has 
been noted), it is vital to Dvořák’s legacy that first productions and premieres be 
undertaken with great care. Looking at the case of Rusalka, the evidence can be seen. The 
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 While the Toronto music scene may deny it, the fact remains that this divide in the opera-going public is 
very real. Having worked in retail music for over a decade, I have had the opportunity to be the proverbial 
fly on the wall. Opera fans constantly come in to chat about the latest production they have seen at the 
COC, Opera Atelier, or the Met HD series. All can agree that the singers hired are never really the problem, 
but I have heard the litany of complaints over productions for years, to the point where patrons have 
cancelled subscriptions due to ‘wacky’ or distracting productions at these companies. A large percentage of 







spotty performance history outside of the Czech Republic has made each production 
essential to grow the popularity of the work. The ‘window’ that Dr. Cheek spoke of in 
Chapter Five, was missed, and since it is still not yet standard repertoire, one must rely on 
opera companies to take the chance on an ‘unknown’ work, or to purchase a CD or DVD 
version of the opera. While Rusalka has seen a rebirth of late with opera companies, a 
problem arises with productions that potentially alienate the audience, and cause 
animosity towards Dvořák’s work through ill-conceived visions by producers and 
directors. 
Taking a look at the Royal Opera Covent Garden premiere of Dvořák’s Rusalka, 
one encounters one of the major roadblocks towards accessibility and familiarity with the 
work. As stated earlier, the story of Rusalka is rooted in the fairy tale of The Little 
Mermaid, and in Czech folklore and mythology. The Telegraph’s reviewer, Rupert 
Christiansen, begins by commenting on the sad fact that Rusalka had not been produced 
in London until 2012, one hundred and twelve years after its premiere in Prague.  
Aside from two wonderful concert performances in 2003, conducted by 
Charles Mackerras with Rene Fleming in the title role, Dvořák’s Rusalka – 
first seen in Prague in the year of Queen Victoria’s death – has waited over a 
century to reach Covent Garden. But if Jossi Wieler and Sergio Morabito’s 
production was the best that anyone could find, I think we could have waited 
a bit longer. (Christiansen-The Telegraph, 2012) 
 
This opening paragraph of the review does not bode well for Rusalka. What resulted from 
audience comments can only describe the production as a debacle. In the case of live 
performances, things like this can happen, as noted by Anita Singh in the UK’s Telegraph 
newspaper. 
A number of patrons walked out of Rusalka, the Dvořák opera based on the 
traditional fairytale, in protest at the “vulgar” staging. The costumes, in the words 
of the Daily Telegraph’s critic, consisted of “girls running around in their 
scanties”. Hans Christian Andersen’s 19th century fairytale tells the story of a 
mermaid who longs to leave her underwater kingdom. She falls in love with a 
handsome prince but must give up her voice to do so, and her foray into the human 
world ends in tragedy. The contemporary adaptation at the Royal Opera House is 
set in a "seedy backstreet world", with a brothel madam in place of the wicked 
witch. The tragic heroine and her fellow water nymphs ply their trade as prostitutes. 







as we know, all good fairytales are also about not just the pretty pictures but about 
the demons, about the nightmares in life. “As with all great operas, this is 
essentially a tragedy and I hope there will be good reason to share a tear or two 
towards the ending of Rusalka.” Not every audience member lasted that long. “I 
was so disappointed, I had to leave at the interval,” said Jane Tinkler, a researcher 
at the London School of Economics. “As long as I kept my eyes shut, it was 
gorgeous.” Other audience members remained until the end but registered their 
displeasure with a barrage of boos. Christine Hodgson, another opera-goer, said: 
"It's not the first time I've seen a modern production, but this is the first time I have 
ever heard the designers being booed by the whole House. (Singh – The Telegraph, 
2012) 
 
Here is an instance where the production not only alienated opera patrons, but also 
marred Dvořák’s Rusalka for the London operagoers. Now, as in Dvořák’s time, the 
London music scene is one of the most important in the world, and the Royal Opera 
House Covent Garden remains one of the most influential and attended opera houses 
worldwide. As stated in the segment above, many audience members walked out on the 
production early. Not even Dvořák’s beautiful score could overcome the flawed 
production. While some people may dismiss it as just another wacky production from the 
opera houses of our modern society, the damage to Dvořák’s operatic legacy is profound.  
Rusalka is only famous outside of the Czech Republic due to the famous aria ‘The 
Song to the Moon’ (Měsíčku na nebi hlubokém), and with much thanks to great 
American soprano Renee Fleming, who has made it one of her signature concert arias. 
While the aria is now known the world over, the opera as a whole is mired in obscurity, 
and is only now beginning to get stage treatments. In Prague, one is able to see a 
traditional production of Rusalka, with all of the fairytale elements and traditional 
costumes. For the premiere of Rusalka in England, Covent Garden would have been well 
advised to present the work as Dvořák had intended. Give the audience the full fairytale, 
and let them see the work free from the agenda of a specific director or producer. 
Christiansen again gives an account of the production’s failure through some of the 
programme notes by the two directors. 
A hot-air filled programme note written by Morabito sets the tone. “The failure 
of mere corporeality denounces the rhetoric of a society that has severed its 
relationship with its Other.” Dvořák may have thought he was composing a 







human – a melancholy parable of the injunction to be careful what you wish 
for – but W & M [Wieler & Morabito] know better. (Christiansen – The 
Telegraph, 2012)  
 
In Christiansen’s words, “…they present an “alienating” interpretation which seeks to 
shock, baffle and challenge the audience without any sensitivity to the emotional mood of 
the score of the surface of the text” (Christiansen – The Telegraph, 2012). Due to this 
‘alienating’ production, in which many audience members left, and the others booed 
ferociously, Dvořák’s Rusalka will forever be associated in London with the failure of 
this production. Since this was the Covent Garden premiere of the work, one can assume 
that most of the audience had never seen a production of Rusalka, and also may be 
unfamiliar with the music and the actual story. These disenchanted patrons will connect 
Rusalka to their displeasure in the production; how many will vow never to see Rusalka 
again? How many will tell their friends and colleagues about how bad Rusalka was? How 
many will vocalize their displeasure to the Royal Opera board and hierarchy, causing the 
powers that be to avoid Rusalka in future opera seasons? How many people will end up 
hating Rusalka due to this, and from that, form an opinion that Dvořák was a bad opera 
composer? 
History has shown in political and artistic circles that public opinion over minute 
details can form a perception that can last decades. The fact that London opera patrons 
will link this production to Dvořák’s music is an overwhelming detraction from Dvořák’s 
prowess as a composer of dramatic music. The same has happened in the world of 
recorded media. While there are several excellent CD recordings of Rusalka, the DVD 
world is where things get murky in regards to quality of production. To date, there are six 
distinct productions of Rusalka on DVD, which seems like a wealth of versions for an 
obscure opera. The number of DVD productions is certainly not a reflection on the 
number of times Rusalka is programmed into operatic seasons around the world. Of the 
six DVDs, only two are with a traditional staging of the fairytale opera. One on the 
Supraphon label is an abridged film version of the opera made for Czech television, and 
uses actors lip-synching. The film dates from 1975, and has not aged well, but it was all 







traditional staging of Dvořák’s Rusalka for their 2014 season, starring Renee Fleming in 
the title role, and directed for film by Canadian director Barbara Willis Sweete. This 
should be considered the definitive traditional staging of the work on DVD. There are 
other DVD productions, of varying levels of quality. In 1986, the English National 
Opera’s production, sung in English, was set in a Victorian English nursery, where a 
young girl is on the brink of a sensual awakening. This production not only doesn’t offer 
the fairytale, but also Dvořák's original Czech language. A 2002 Paris Opera production 
provides excellent casting with the likes of Renee Fleming, Franz Hawlata, and Larissa 
Diadkova, but gives a modern setting of a somewhat hotel room where action takes place 
below and above the floor. The singing is excellent, and while the production works to an 
extent, the Act Two polonaise dance sequence seems to include an argument and rape 
scene with the cours de ballet. One of the most confusing things is in the DVD booklet, 
which describes the plot of the fairytale opera, mentioning the Prince’s castle, Rusalka’s 
lake in the woods, and Ježibaba’s hut, none of which are actually seen in this production. 
This Paris Opera production was the most popular until the Met HD release in 2014. Two 
other DVD productions sully the name of Rusalka with terrible productions that succeed 
only in only in trying to present a post-modernist nonsensical production meant to make 
the audience feel inferior from confusion, and also to cause Dvořák himself to spin in his 
grave. The 2012 Rusalka from the Bayerische Staatsoper sets the plot in modern time, 
with Rusalka’s lake being in a flooded basement of a house where Vodník, her father, 
and Ježibaba, her mother(!?), maintain a dysfunctional family. Vodník, the lord of the 
water, wanders around in a bathrobe, sweatpants, and tattered undershirt complete with 
mustard stain. The chorus number involves them coming on stage eating grilled-cheese 
sandwiches. These types of misinterpretations of the opera are what continue to cause it 
to be considered obscure. The 2012 La Monnaie production from Brussels is simply 
offensive to Dvořák, his opera, and the audience. The production liner notes state “the 
fairytale elements assume frighteningly realistic dimensions making this enchanting 
production a psychoanalytical study of male fantasies and female archetypes.” Also the 
basis behind the production is a quasi-Freudian theory by French philosopher Jacques 







this 1976 theory has nothing to do with Dvořák’s 1900 fairytale opera, the production is 
set in mid-Twentieth Century France, in back streets occupied by prostitutes and 
criminals. In the first ten minutes of the opera, there is more sexual apparatus brought on 
stage than one would assumingly see in Amsterdam’s red light district. Again, Rusalka is 
a prostitute, and the cast includes such characters as Vodník in overalls and pajamas, and 
chorus ranging from futuristic costumes to Roman Catholic nuns. To say that this 
production has no connection to Dvořák’s concept is a gross understatement, and for the 
devout Catholic Dvořák, the presence of sexual apparatus, and the overt sexualization of 
his characters is an offence to everything he stood for and believed in. 
While in this day and age people do appreciate some modern productions, there 
are two important things to remember. The first is that the impetus for modern 
productions comes out of the desire to move away from what were considered ‘the same 
old productions’ of popular operas like Carmen, La Traviata, and the like. For an opera 
such as Rusalka, there is no long-standing performance history and there is no worldwide 
regarded archetypical production with which people have grown tired to warrant such 
avant-garde stage treatment. The second aspect with modern or alternative productions is 
that they do not work if you confuse the audience. Directors may feel it is important to 
promote their political or philosophical agenda, but it should not be at the expense of the 
audience. They are the ones paying for the tickets or the DVD, and in the unfortunate 
case of Rusalka, they are the ones who will speak out against it. The previous Covent 






                                                        
38 In my capacity in retail music, I have done my part to try and promote Rusalka to our patrons, and while 
the CD recordings are always enjoyed, the DVDs reviewed above have a less than stellar track record. Of 
the six DVD productions, the two Renee Fleming versions (Met HD and Paris Opera) are the only two that 
have been able to garner praise, with the Met production being considered the benchmark standard. The 
other production has elicited such responses from customers as ‘It was fine if I just closed my eyes and 
listened’ to ‘I hated the DVD so much and I will never watch Rusalka again’. It is this sort of response that 








Rusalka at the Dawn of the Twenty-First Century 
 
While the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries were difficult times for Rusalka, 
and its performance history, the early Twenty-First Century became a beacon of hope for 
Rusalka to entrench itself within the standard operatic repertoire. The 1987 Vienna 
production and the 1993 Metropolitan Opera production introduced the piece to two 
major opera houses and opera audiences. The success of these two productions, in a 
traditional staging, helped break down the barrier that had shrouded Rusalka for so long. 
The consistent performance of its ‘hit’ aria also prompted the opera-going public to begin 
to at least talk about the work, even if only in a preliminary sense. However, it was in the 
early years of the Twenty-First Century that Rusalka begin to make its way towards 
becoming standard repertoire.  
Paris led the charge in 2002 with a production that was produced on DVD. 
Mentioned earlier, this production featured Renée Fleming in the title role and featured a 
modern-concept staging that worked wonderfully as a whole. In England, the 1983 
English adaptation of Rusalka had introduced the work to the nation, but it was the 2003 
Royal Opera House performance ‘in concert’ featuring Fleming (again) and Czech 
specialist Charles Mackerras conducting that really brought the work to light. It was so 
influential to the London opera audiences that the aforementioned 2012 production in 
London was often compared unfavourably to this concert performance of the work nine 
years earlier.  
One can say that the fact of Rusalka in the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries 
is inextricably linked to the career of Renée Fleming, who, as mentioned earlier, has 
made ‘The Song to the Moon’ one of her signature arias. The Metropolitan Opera 
followed its 1993 Rusalka with productions in 1997, 2004, 2009, 2014, and 2017; the last 
one being the only production that Fleming has not been part of. She has championed the 
aria, and the role as a whole, and remains the strongest performer-ambassador for the 
work. The 2014 Met HD broadcast, featuring Fleming and conducted by Nezet-Seguin, 
was a traditional, fairytale staging with appropriate costumes and style. It has been issued 







Other international productions came in Vienna (2014), Brussels (2012), Salzburg 
(2008), Rome (2014), Montreal (2011), and Toronto (2008). Except for Vienna, all of 
these performances were premieres of Rusalka within the respective opera companies. 
This plethora of Rusalka performances and premieres showed that the opera community 
of the world was finally ready and accepting of Rusalka, albeit over one hundred years 
late in many cases, but as they say, ‘better late than never’ and this certainly applies to 
Rusalka. Even after years of neglect and omission, the work now stands in a position to 
make its way into the standard repertoire. Rusalka is the gateway through which 
Dvořák’s other operas will pass through to gain performance opportunities. May this 
gateway stay forever open.  
 
Bringing Dvořák’s Operas into the Twenty-First Century 
 
All Dvořák wanted to do in his final years was to compose opera, and yet his 
legacy as an opera composer has been stifled, sabotaged, and overlooked. Due to 
pressures of the press, political figures, and oppressive regimes, the tradition of Dvořák’s 
operas at home has been lost, and abroad, has been virtually non-existent, although that 
has begun to slowly change as Rusalka inches its way back into the repertoire. So, the 
questions are to be asked are: Where do we go from here and how can Dvořák’s operas 
be brought into the repertoire? 
The best ambassador for Dvořák the opera composer is the music; that is plain 
and simple. In the previous chapter, the current DVD productions of Rusalka were 
outlined, but on the recording end, things are not in a good situation. Supraphon records, 
the Czech record label, had recorded seven of the eight operas, while the Orfeo label had 
two, and Arcodiva (a new Czech label) had recorded the premiere recording of Alfred just 
in 2015. So, at one time, all of the operas were available as an LP or CD. The problem is 
that now, many of these recordings have gone out of print, with no current recordings to 
replace them. In the case of Tvrdé Palice and Šelma Sedlák, there are no current 







Král a Uhlíř, and Armida are old enough that they are at risk of deletion. In the case of 
the opera listener, the companies have forgotten Dvořák.  
 
Accessibility and Awareness 
 
There are several plans that can be implemented to help set things right. One thing 
is clear, with the lack of attention in the Czech Republic, and oversight of the unknown 
from the rest of the opera world, the solution for Dvořák’s opera legacy will have to 
come from the grassroots level: individual singers, repertoire-based projects, and 
independent companies. Accessibility and awareness are keys: accessibility to the sung 
Czech language, and most importantly, scores and printed materials, and awareness of the 
fact that Dvořák’s operatic oeuvre does exist, and promotion of the works through 
performances, recordings, writings, and the establishment of a collective to promote this 
repertoire and its study.  
 
Accessibility: Breaking Down The Language Barrier 
 
The sung Czech language has always been considered a fringe operatic language, 
and an area of specialization. Misconceptions about Czech pronunciation, and cultural 
seclusion during the Communist regime, had a lasting effect on the global dissemination 
of the Czech language. Czech, along with Hungarian and other Slavic languages, remains  
a language that very few come to learn late in life. This is in part due to the grammatical 
structure of the language, which can be difficult to grasp. Due to unfamiliarity and 
limited exposure within the operatic community, singing in Czech has been an area of 
neglect for too long, even amongst the diction experts.
39
 Dr. Cheek’s book Singing in 
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 The legendary diction coach from the Metropolitan opera Nico Castel, with whom I spent three summers 
in training, once told me that Czech was one of the few languages he would not coach, and something that 
he considered un-singable. “How can you pronounce a word that consists of four consonants, and only one 
vowel…at the end of the word”? The word in question was ‘smrti’, the Czech word for ‘death’, and in 
opera and art song of the late Romantic era, you expect to run into that word a lot. It wasn’t until dealing 
with Dr. Timothy Cheek, a specialist in Czech art song from the University of Michigan, and Dr. Mirka 







Czech: A Singer’s Guide to Czech Lyric Diction and Vocal Repertoire is something that 
every university music program should have in their library. It includes an audio CD of 
demonstrations of the sounds in the Czech language, and as a bonus, translations and 
International Phonetic Alphabet (I.P.A.) guides for several arias, and art song cycles. It is 
the essential resource for all voice programs and conservatories. Working with vocal 
coaches or language coaches who specialize in Czech is another way to promote 
Dvořák’s repertoire. From Dvořák’s time to the present day, there was a tradition of 
singing Dvořák’s art songs in German, or even in English. This was a way to sing the 
melodies but avoid the Czech language. In this day and age, where so much emphasis is 
put on creating authentic performances, it is unacceptable to neglect the Czech language 
for Dvořák’s vocal and operatic repertoire. One trap that should be avoided is the vocal 
coach who offers to teach Czech because they have a specialization in the Russian 
language. While both languages are Slavic, the nuances of the vowels are quite different. 
Russian has a darker quality to its vowels, while Czech is very bright with Italianate 
vowels. Nothing can alienate a Czech audience quicker than singing Czech songs with 
Russian pronunciation, and, as has been stated before, it is unacceptable for performance 
practice. When sung with the proper vowel formation, Czech is a wonderfully lyric 
language with long vowels and sounds on which to phonate. When sung improperly, it 
can feel restrictive, and cause problems with breath control. Like any sung language, the 
more singers are trained properly in that language, the more comfortable they are singing 
in that language. Fostering a knowledge and rapport with the sung Czech language 
among the young singing community is the first step in removing any negative stigma 
attached to Dvořák’s operas.  
In line with this concept, another great resource for university-level singers who 
are looking for a Czech experience is the Moravian Masterclass program, founded by Dr. 
Zemanová. This program was created in 2012 to teach singers from around the world the 
nuances of the sung Czech language. Dr. Cheek works at this program as a vocal coach 
                                                                                                                                                                     
between the consonants. Suddenly, words such as ‘smrti’, ‘srcde’, and ‘prchla’ all had new vowel 
phonation potential. That was my Czech ‘big bang’, and from that moment on, singing in the Czech 







and diction specialist. This program was invaluable to development as a singer of Czech 
music, and is a wonderful way to gain exposure to the Czech culture, and varied vocal 
repertoire. Competitions are something that every young singer looks to participate in, 
and establishing competitions focusing on Czech vocal repertoire would be a logical step 
in familiarizing younger singers with Dvořák’s music.40  
Singers are always looking for repertoire to set them apart in auditions and 
recitals. They look for those ‘signature’ pieces. Renee Fleming made Rusalka’s Song to 
the Moon her signature piece, and there is a wealth of great arias ready for the taking in 
Dvořák’s operas. In Jakobín, Terinka’s aria is an easy fit for any lighter soprano, while 
the Count’s aria in Act Three is a perfect choice for a bass. Tvrdé Palice has two arias for 
Lenka, a light soprano, and one for Toník, a tenor, which are suitable for being excerpted. 
Dimitrij has some excellent arias, specifically for Xenie, a soprano, who has a wonderful 
dream aria. Čert a Káča has some tremendous music for a comedic bass in Marbuel, the 
devil, and a stunning lyrical aria for the soprano Princess.
41
 Even the aforementioned 
Rusalka contains arias for all four voice types; specifically exquisite is Rusalka’s 
powerful Act Two aria. Aside from these arias, duets and ensembles are easily 
programmed for opera workshops and are wonderful training pieces. Again, at the 
grassroots level is where this resurgence will come. 
 
Awareness: Dvořák’s Songs in the ‘New World’ 
 
In Canada, the Canadian Institute for Czech Music (www.canczechmsuic.ca) was 
founded in 2013 for the purpose of promoting the research and performance of Czech 
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 On the North American front there are two competitions for Czech vocal music, albeit they have low age 
limits and the opening rounds don’t even involve Czech music at all. What happened in the past is that 
singers who may have had no exposure to Czech would pass through the early rounds, and then be expected 
to sing in Czech for the second and third rounds. In many cases, the lack of Czech language familiarity 
would cause the previously mentioned problems with incorrect pronunciation, and hurt chances for 
advancement. No thought was ever given to actually help make the language accessible, and to use the 
competition to familiarize singers with the language.  
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 I, myself, have made signature pieces out of the Purkrabí’s aria from Jakobín, and Vodník’s aria from 
Rusalka, which I have sung across the Czech Republic to great praise for my performance and 
pronunciation. 'Among the men, Canadian singer John Holland positively shone in the aria of the Water 









 One of the services offered through the C.I.C.M is Czech language 
coaching, which has been done with various singers over the years, and throughout the 
province of Ontario. Fundamentally, the C.I.C.M. is focused on promoting obscure Czech 
works of all genres, with a focus on opera. In 2014, they presented the Canadian (and 
North American) premiere of Dvořák’s opera Jakobín, performed in Czech, with 
chamber orchestra. The performance took place at Trinity St. Paul’s Centre in Toronto, 
and involved an excellent cast of soloists, the University of Toronto Scarborough Choir, 
and the Music Moves Kids children’s choir. The performance was documented on CD 
and DVD, making it the first production of Jakobín on DVD, which in this day and age 
of obscure opera productions is shocking. The response from the audience was 
overwhelming, with many commenting ‘Why have we never heard this music before. It 
was so beautiful!’ Representatives from the Ontario Arts Council were in awe of the 
production and suggested it be toured, as it was ‘so good that more people need to know 
about this opera’. A touring production is being produced for the near future. From that 
2014 production, a church full of Torontonians were exposed to something they had 
never seen, or thought they might never see again. Since Jakobín had been stuck behind 
the iron curtain, many of the Czech who came to Canada fleeing that regime, hadn’t seen 
Jakobín since they left. 
The C.I.C.M. has collaborated with the Orpheus Choir of Toronto on their gala 
concert of Dvořák’s Requiem at Koerner Hall, and the Nocturnes in the City concert 
series producing Czech vocal recitals. Upcoming projects include the North American 
premiere of Dvořák’s opera Tvrdé Palice in 2018, as well as vocal recitals. Exposing 
Canadians to the beauty of the music of Dvořák, Smetana, Janáček, and even early 
composers such as Zelenka, Jacob, and Reichenauer, is at the heart of the C.I.C.M. 
mandate. Other Dvořák opera productions across Canada are in the planning stages, 
including Šelma Sedlák and Čert a Káča.  
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 Founded by John Holland, the C.I.C.M. involves a collective of musicians from across Ontario. The 








Awareness: Writing on Dvořák 
 
Research, such as this dissertation and other writings on Czech opera, are a way 
for Dvořák’s operatic works to gain even verbal recognition, and the C.I.C.M is focused 
on publishing articles and essays on Dvořák’s vocal music. Many opera patrons 
nowadays may have never seen a production of Rusalka, but are familiar with the name at 
least because of writings and reviews. This familiarity with the name may lead to them 
taking the chance on a production of Rusalka. Awareness of these works through writing, 
reading, social media, and lectures/discussions is a way to break down the barrier of 
obscurity. Most music lovers are familiar with Dvořák’s music, and its tunefulness, so 
showing that the operas were composed in the same manner, with the same focus on 






Dvořák’s music is its own best ambassador in promoting awareness. We have 
seen the lasting effects that even just one of his beautiful melodies can have, through the 
‘Song to the Moon’. The C.I.C.M continues to promote Dvořák’s operas through recitals, 
concerts, and the like, allowing this musicological research to exist beyond the page, and 
move into public musicology. The research and the performance go hand in hand, and 
give the public, either through the audience or as a listener, to be part of the fruition of 
the research. As has been stated many times, Rusalka has begun to break down the barrier 
of exclusion, and it is now time for the other operas to get a chance to prove themselves 
through productions and performances at all levels of the music scene. 
While the world of opera has more than enough room for traditional staging and 
conceptual staging, presenting these operas in a traditional setting (where people can 
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 I have lectured on Rusalka to two of the Canadian Opera Company guilds; Oakville and London, and 
each time, people remarked on how interested they were in seeing Rusalka now that they knew something 
about it, and heard some of the music. I have also taught a course on Dvořák’s sacred music at the Royal 
Conservatory of Music, which brought many news works to light for those enrolled. I also planned a class 







experience them as Dvořák conceived) is an important step. While the C.I.C.M. presented 
Jakobín in concert with minimal staging, it was not given the avant-garde stage 
treatment, as some of the productions of Rusalka received mentioned in the previous 
chapter. When introducing a work for the first time to an audience or community, it is 
usually best to present it as the composer wanted, and in its traditional form, or at the 
very least, in a way that preserves the story and character relations. Start off with the 
composer’s vision first and foremost, and then after that, allow a director’s vision. The 
damage that was done from the Covent Garden production mentioned in the previous 
chapter was detrimental to Dvořák’s operatic legacy.  
 
Accessibility: Print or Perish 
 
It is often said that one should print their work, or risk it being overlooked or 
forgotten. Through no fault of Dvořák’s, this is what has happened today. Aside from 
Rusalka, all of the scores for Dvořák’s operas are out of print. Even the ever-growing 
resource that is the International Music Score Library Project (imslp.org) has a meagre 
listing of Dvořák’s operas. While it does have rarities such as Dimitrij and Šelma Sedlák, 
some of the scores are missing pages, and at such a low resolution that they are 
unreadable.
44
 How are musicians supposed to gain exposure to this music if there are no 
print music resources? Scores must be made available if these works are to be performed. 
In the Czech Republic, it seems that there is no current impetus for this work at this 
moment. This is the fruition of half-a-century of Communist rule and the bias of Zdeněk 
Nejedlý. Much has been mentioned about Nejedlý in previous chapters, but his damage to 
Dvořák’s opera legacy extends to printed music. The Czech-published performance 
                                                        
44
 Through my dissertation research in the Czech Republic, and many antique bookstores, I have acquired 
piano/vocal scores for all of Dvořák’s operas (outside of Alfred and Vanda), some of which are in very 
rough shape. To put it in context, the score for Čert a Káča is from 1944, Jakobín from 1951, Král a Uhlíř 
from 1929, Šelma Sedlák is from the Simrock publication of 1882, and the only library listing in the world 
for this printed score is in the Oxford University Library in England. Thanks to a search on worldcat.org, I 
am able to say that for many of these scores, I am the North American resource, and while this is a point of 








scores of some of Dvořák’s operas were printed before the Communist regime came into 
power, and before Nejedlý was in his position in the Communist government. Whether or 
not Nejedlý had direct influence with publishing companies is speculation, what cannot 
be denied is that since his rise to cultural power in the mid-Twentieth Century, there have 
been no new printings of Dvořák’s opera scores, save for Rusalka. This lack of 
performance materials, and published scores, are a major hurdle that must be overcome. 
Part and parcel with the awareness of these works through writings and lectures is the 
creation of performance edition scores. 
Bärenreiter Praha, a music publisher and a subsidiary branch of Bärenreiter, had 
begun a Dvořák Urtext edition similar to what they have done with Bach, Mozart, 
Beethoven and many other composers. The project was under the auspices of Otakar 
Šourek, who Jarmil Burghauser (the cataloguer of Dvořák’s works) considered the ‘father 
of Dvořák research’. Šourek passed away in 1956, and it the mantle fell to Burghauser to 
work on the project. Burghauser fell out of favour with the Communist regime after the 
Prague Spring in 1968, and even had to work under a pseudonym. After he passed in 
1997, a handful of other musicologists had been associated with the project, but for all 
intents and purposes, the Urtext project has stalled indefinitely. While there are critical 
editions for almost all of the symphonic works, chamber works, concertos, and piano 
works, a few of the art song cycles and even sacred choral works, aside from Rusalka and 
Jakobin (both in full score only), there are no Urtext editions for any of the remaining 
operas. Again, the works in the Czech language seem to be the works that were 
neglected, or forgotten in the Urtext project.  
One of the projects of the C.I.C.M. is creating new performance editions of these 
neglected operas from a combination of the out-of-print piano/vocal scores, and Dvořák’s 
own manuscripts. Tvrdé Palice will be the first project of this nature. Considerable work 
has been done by the C.I.CM. creating a new performance edition of this one-act opera. 
Through special access to Dvořák’s manuscripts (granted graciously by the Czech 
Museum of Music), this edition is being created directly from Dvořák’s handwritten 
parts. These editions will be published by the C.I.C.M. as part of the project to bring 







operatic gem, and could be the key to this goal. It is easy to cast and to produce, and a 
new performance edition would facilitate this. 
 
Awareness: Recordings and Videos 
 
The next logical step after the scores is recording and performance. The C.I.C.M. 
is dedicated to performing Dvořák’s operas, but also recording them and filling in the 
gaps in the recorded music catalogue. It is shocking to think that there are complete 
editions on CD for composers such as Sibelius, Grieg, Debussy, Locatelli, Britten, 
Messiaen, Ravel, Vaughan Williams, and Delius, but as of right now, there is no label— 
either on its own or in collaboration—that could compile a complete Dvořák edition. 
Aside from the neglected operas, there are choral pieces and songs, both in Czech, that 
have never been recorded commercially. It is a shame that a composer of Dvořák’s 
stature still has works that have not been recorded even once. Recording projects in 
conjunction with grants from Ontario and Canadian arts councils, and the Czech Ministry 




There is a tradition in the Czech lands, that every year that ends in the number 
four is considered a year of music. 2014 was the last Year of Czech Music, with which 
the C.I.C.M. Jakobín production was associated, as well as the co-production of Dvořák’s 
Requiem with the Orpheus Choir. 2024 will be the next Year of Czech Music project, and 
the C.I.C.M. has already been asked to be a participant and one of the organizers for 
North American projects. One of the pitches that will be made by the C.I.C.M. is for the 
Canadian Opera Company to produce a production of Jakobín at the Four Seasons 
Centre. Aside from the beauty of the music and joy of the story, the show makes full use 
of the forces of the orchestra and several choruses. There are fantastic roles for soloists, 
and also an added bonus for a children’s chorus: The Canadian Children’s Opera 
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 I have mentioned some of the recording project ideas to contacts I have at Universal music, who 
distribute the Decca and Deutsche Grammophon record labels. Decca is doing a new Dvořák symphonic 
works project with the Czech Philharmonic, and it could be the right time to work the opera recordings in 







Company is a very strong children’s ensemble, but often has little to do within the main 
stage repertoire at the Canadian Opera Company. Here is an opera that has a tremendous 
Act Two scene for children’s chorus, where essentially they are the main character 
through Benda’s Serenade rehearsal scene, and then also at the end of Act Three in the 
Serenade performance. Questions about language are irrelevant as professional singers 
and children can be taught proper Czech.
46
 In this age of supertitles, sung language is not 
an issue for the audience. Dvořák’s music, in which he worked so hard to please 
everyone and appeal to a worldwide audience, could please everyone at the C.O.C. by 
bringing the children’s chorus into the fold with the main stage chorus, orchestra, and 
soloists.  
 
Through the Canadian Institute for Czech Music, I look to promote Dvořák’s 
operas through education, lecture, language coaching, and live performances. As a legacy 
to this research, the creation of performance edition scores to promote accessibility to this 
music, and recordings to promote awareness, will serve to bring Dvořák’s operatic music 
to those who will give it life: the voice teacher, the voice student, and the listener. The 
famous quote from the movie Field of Dreams was “If you build it…they will come”, and 
the same could true with Dvořák’s music; if people are made aware, and resources made 




Dvořák is a composer whose works are in the upper echelon of every genre of 
repertoire except opera. A composer, whose works are lauded for their lyricism and 
melodic invention, yet is unknown in the field that cherishes those virtues beyond the 
other genres. Dvořák captured the essence of late-Nineteenth Century nationalism, while 
also excelling within structures and styles of the Romantic era. Opera was not an art form 
that was foreign to him, as was shown during his early life in Chapter Four, and with ten 
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operas during his maturity, it was not an art form that he avoided. The inclusion of Czech 
folklore, mythology, and Czech musical idioms, within his operas shows that Dvořák was 
a firm believer in opera as a declaration of Czech nationalism, and distinct culture. This is 
congruent with the operatic traditions across Europe in the Nineteenth Century, and the 
nationalist movements in Italy and Germany. Aside from the nationalism in his operas, 
Dvořák has proven, through the Chapter Five analyses of Jakobín and Rusalka, that he 
could master and incorporate any operatic style into his own music, from Bel Canto to 
Classicism, and including the two leading forms of opera in the Romantic Era, the Verdi 
and Wagner traditions.  He created a body of opera that would appeal to the traditionalists 
and the modernists, the high art and the folk art, and both the imperialists and Czech 
nationalists. While one could look at Dvořák’s operas as musical appeasement between 
the conservative Verdi style and the avant-garde Wagner style, the political parallels of 
these ends of the spectrum chose to use Dvořák’s music as a polarizing agent for political 
extremism. Dvořák’s vocal works were suppressed or neglected due to political and 
social pressures, and the partisanship of the press. Dvořák has shown he could create 
dramatic music to create the mood or ambiance, while being driven by melody. To call 
Dvořák a bad opera composer is an absolute misnomer…he has never been given a 
legitimate opportunity to even be considered as an opera composer. 
 
As seen in the evidence presented in the previous chapter, little is being done for 
these operas in the Czech Republic, due in large part to the residual effects of politics, 
bias, and sheer unfamiliarity. While the Dvořák opera initiative could happen in any 
country, perhaps it is best that it happens in Canada, far away from the age-old cultural 
battles between the Czechs and Germans, away from the Communist residue, and 
nationalistic/anti-nationalist arguments, and where scores can be studied and assessed 
with a critical and unbiased eye and ear. It is only fitting that Canada, a bastion of hope 
for so many Czechs fleeing oppression and destruction, and a safe haven for Czech 
musicians, artists, writers, and thinkers, to practice their art without political interference, 
that this project to revive Dvořák’s operas should take place. Here, Dvořák’s operas can 







Century. One harkens back to the words of Josef Suk from Dvořák’s funeral, that the 
outside world would pay Dvořák homage, but it would be in his home country where he 
would face his greatest disappointments. The future will look beyond Rusalka’s silver 
moon, and from this ‘new world’, Canada will claim the operatic legacy that Dvořák was 
denied.  
We have wandered in foreign lands for years… 
From the depths of our souls we sang a loved Czech song to 
ourselves, and the gloom disappeared from our souls,  
only in song did we find sweet relief.  
 
Like Bohuš and Julie from Jakobín, we will be the people in foreign lands 
preserving the tradition of Czech songs. We will sing Dvořák’s songs to finally show his 
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Appendix A - Manuscript of the Hussite Hymn Kdož jsú boží bojovníci. The manuscript is located in the 




































Appendix C - The Estates Theatre, Prague in a drawing from the 1800’s.  Image from the website of the 








































Appendix E – The Czech National Theatre building along the Vltava river in Prague. This building is the 












Appendix F through I- During my performing visits to Prague over the last five years (performing at the 
Estates Theatre), I had the privilege to be given access to some of Dvořák’s opera manuscripts, specifically 
Rusalka, Jakobín, Tvrdé Palice, Armida, and Čert a Káča. The following are some manuscript photographs 
taken during this research. 
 
Appendix F – John Holland with the Rusalka manuscript. 
 








































































Appendix K – A photograph of Zdeněk Nejedlý  http://www.antonin-dvorak.cz/en/did-you-know  
 
 
 
 
 
